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CHAPTER 1
GRAMERCY GIRL
When Kendal arrived at work the store was quiet, like something loaded or coiled. The
clothing looked correct, hanging limp and colorful from the racks, tags tucked in, but
there weren’t any customers and the candles were all blown out.
She was about to call for someone when Theresa emerged from the hold closet
with scraps of paper clamped between her teeth and hangers coming off her fingers. She
dropped the clothes on the counter and spit the paper scraps into the trashcan before
kicking it back under the shelf where it belonged. “You’re late,” she said.
Kendal nodded. “Five minutes.”
Theresa picked up the managers’ clipboard. “We’re goaled for three thousand
today, but there’s no way. We’re fifteen dollars down on ATV and we just don’t have the
customers, so I cut Annaliese early. Sierra’s coming in for training at four, but you might
want to cut her, too, so we can at least save on payroll.” Theresa bit the end of her pen.
“Oh, and the pest control people are supposed to be sending someone to take care of the
possum problem, but I’ve been waiting on them for hours, so who knows.”
“The possum problem?”
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Theresa raised her eyes from the clipboard. “You haven’t heard? Come on.” She
started for the back of the store, her red leather mules hammering against the faux-wood
floor. Once in the sale room, Theresa pointed up to a high corner shelf.
Kendal saw something there but couldn’t make out what, exactly. It was just a big
lump, like one of the raggedy fur blankets they carried sometimes in home décor.
“That’s a possum?”
“Mhmm.” Theresa held out her hand and examined the rings on her fingers. “At
least I think so. I Googled it. It’s been, you know, playing possum. It’s also been a real
pain in the ass, having to tell customers, ‘Watch out, there’s a fucking possum in the sale
room.’ The guy I talked to on the phone said they don’t attack people unless they have
rabies, or something, but you never know.”
“So just wait for pest control to come and get it?”
“If they ever get here. I guess just lock up like normal if nobody comes. But leave
a note for Amber about it either way. She’s opening tomorrow.” Theresa was twisting her
hair at a frantic speed, like she was winding something up. “Oh, and Bunny Schriever
keeps calling. Wants us to get her some top she supposedly saw online, but of course she
doesn’t have the SKU number.”
They went back to the employee room, Kendal to put her bag in her locker and
Theresa to take hers out. Kendal completed the perfunctory check of Theresa’s
belongings and listened as the clogs echoed their way out of the store.
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She dragged the stepladder over to the corner. From higher up she was able to see
the whole possum, head curled to face the wall. The tail, ropey and ratlike, created a
protective seal around its body. The little hands and feet were clustered together in a
bouquet of pink flesh, looking strangely human, as if there was a person underneath
trying to escape an enchantment. The mouth and eyes were both unhinged, and Kendal
could see the rows of perfectly white teeth, the tongue laying limp and meaty, the shining
black eye.
“Possum!” She slapped her hand against the shelf, which shook impressively, but
the animal played a cool game and didn’t move a muscle. She blew on its fur, brought her
hand down above its eye as if she were going to strike it. There was only stillness,
though, and also the smell of disease. Kendal thought briefly of the clothes. They would
probably never smell right again.
She got down from the stepladder to light the candles, hoping to cover up the
fake-death smell with lilac and lavender. Lighter in hand, she walked around the store,
bending over the glass candleholders and inspecting the displays in a half-hearted
manner. She could tell at a glance if anything was misplaced, and she was famous at
Gramercy for having something of a photographic memory. The other managers were
always asking her where things were meant to go or where they might be found. It gave
Kendal a certain cachet, which sometimes she enjoyed, but at other times it was a burden.
She never could understand how people walked around blind all day without running into
anything.
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As she was checking the price tag on a pair of green silk trousers—two hundred
and fifty-eight dollars—a tall dark girl, waifish thin, entered the store. She was wearing a
light blue sundress with a ribbon tied at the front, and her hair was done up in an
elaborate braid encircling her head in a halo. A diamond headband was tucked into it and
sparkling green gems dangled from her earlobes, putting Kendal in mind of water. The
girl did, in fact, look like the reflection of a mermaid. She took each step as if it cost her
something dear.
“Hello?” The girl came forward with her arms crossed over her miniscule waist,
like she might dissolve if she didn’t hold herself down.
“Welcome to Gramercy Drive,” Kendal said. She smiled like she smiled at those
customers who pawed through the racks for hours but never bought anything.
“I’m Sierra,” the girl said, asking it like a question.
“I know. I’m Kendal. I’ll be training you today.”
Kendal assigned the girl a locker and gave her a tour of the store. “And here’s our
Gramercy mascot,” she said, pointing to the possum on the shelf. “As you can see, we’re
experiencing a slight possum problem at the moment. So if people come back here today
make sure to warn them.” Sierra nodded as if she had expected she would be warning
people about possums when she applied for the job.
Kendal had trained several other people at the store and so she was able to breeze
through the script in her best dramatic voice as they walked. “Gramercy Drive is more
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than a retail space. It’s a lifestyle that we create as a gift for our customers, for the
Gramercy Woman. Do you know the Gramercy Woman?”
Sierra shook her head, her earrings tapping the sides of her neck like raindrops. If
she wore those same earrings forever, Kendal thought, would there be little pits in her
neck by the time she died?
“The Gramercy Woman is our ideal customer,” Kendall began, at the same time
wondering how Sierra got the whites of her eyes so very very white. “She’s between
thirty-five and sixty-five years old. She’s intelligent, educated, upper-middle class, with a
taste for adventure and a wicked sense of humor. She’s stylish and spirited—elegant, but
with a unique edge and a bold, distinctive taste that never fails to win the admiration of
her friends. She likes color and light, she’s social and loves to travel. She is one-of-akind. Classic-with-a-twist. And everything we do here should be an attempt at offering
her an ideal shopping experience. Understand?”
Sierra’s eyes kept that frightened look, and Kendal had the terrible urge to laugh
in her face or slap her across those high, fairy-dusted cheekbones. The eyes darted from
Kendal to the floor. “Should I be taking notes?”
“No. Come over here. I’ll show you how to check someone out.”
Kendal created an account for Sierra on the computer and pointed out the
different functions on the screen. They were role-playing a transaction when the phone
rang, and Sierra flinched like she’d been burned.
“This will be good practice,” Kendal said. “Pick it up.”
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“Me?” Sierra was paralyzed. “What do I say?”
“Whatever you want. Quick, you’re supposed to answer on the first ring.”
Sierra stumbled her way through a greeting and managed to place the line on
hold. “It’s a woman called Bunny something. She wants to find a turquoise blouse with
gold embroidery that she saw on the website. With, um, tassels at the collar? She sounds
angry.”
Kendal laughed. “Oh, Miss Bunny’s too cute. She’s a regular. I guess since we’re
slow, that can be your assignment for today. Tell her you’ll call her back.”
Kendal knew that no such blouse existed in Gramercy Drive’s inventory. Bunny
was always asking for things they didn’t carry. The old woman might have dreamed the
clothes up in her sleep, or maybe she spun them out of thin air during Tuesday afternoons
when she was sitting at the kitchen table with nothing to look forward to. Maybe she was
batty. Maybe she just liked screaming into the phone at people paid to take the abuse.
“You can walk the store and try to find that blouse. It might be in the back, too, so
come and get me if you need me to unlock the stock room for you.”
While Sierra looked for Bunny’s make-believe blouse, Kendal went to the office
and looked up the combination to Sierra’s newly assigned locker. The girl’s purse was
made of died blue leather, to match her dress, and Kendal made a mental note to have a
talk with her about the perils of over-matching your outfits—the Gramercy Woman
always preferred to mix.
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Sierra didn’t carry much cash with her. There were twenty dollars in the tiny
billfold. Kendal took the ten and left two fives. It was important to get even this much
when the opportunity arose, since she had already taken a hundred from the register over
the course of the week and couldn’t safely risk any more.
She put the cash in her own handbag and used the office phone to call animal
control, where she was connected to a man named Larry. Larry told her there’d been a
yellow jacket emergency at the mayor’s house and they were working as quickly as they
could. “You’ll just have to be patient,” he concluded.
“Be patient? Is that really the best you can do? Aren’t you an expert in this stuff?”
Larry was unruffled. “Well, if you don’t want to pick it up yourself then I guess
you could smoke it out.”
Kendal exhaled loudly into the receiver. “Sure, I’ll take care of the possum
problem by lighting the store on fire.”
“Whatever you think is best, ma’am.” He hung up. She tried calling back but all
she got was the automated answering service.
When she emerged from the office, Kendal saw a middle-aged woman browsing
the Moroccan collection. Sierra was on the other side of the store painstakingly sifting
through folded blouses.
“Hello.” Kendal smiled at the woman as she approached.
The lady eyed Kendal up and down before handing over a dress. “Can I get a
fitting room?”
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“Of course. What’s your name?” They were always supposed to learn names, so
as to make the Gramercy Woman feel like she was stopping by a friend’s house instead
of shopping in a store. Her name was usually something like Audrey, or Stewart, or
Elizabeth.
The woman turned back to the rack of dresses. “It’s Caroline. Do you have
anything that might be good for an afternoon wedding? The invitation said dressy
casual.”
Kendal assessed Caroline: an elegant, petite woman with a sharpness about her. A
woman who would appreciate a button down blouse, a good pair of slacks, and a few
artfully chosen chunky jewelry pieces imported from Brazil. A Gramercy Woman—the
kind of woman who bought cookbooks but didn’t cook, who liked the idea of gardening
but preferred cut flowers, whose hobbies included wearing cashmere and judging her
relatives harshly.
Kendal escorted Caroline around the store, grabbing dresses, accessories, and a
few separates, as well. Caroline wanted to browse in sale, but Kendal knew she could
afford to buy full-priced, and so explained about the possum.
Caroline wrinkled her nose. “Oh, we’ve had possums in our garage before.
Usually if you leave a door open they’ll get out on their own.”
Kendal lifted another blouse from a rack nearby and added it to the growing pile.
“The pest control guy is supposed to be coming soon.”
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“Oh.” Caroline knocked her blunt, gray-brown bob over her shoulder with one
hand. “You can never count on those people. I guess I’m lucky, though, because my
husband usually deals with those things. Do you sell reading glasses here?”
Kendal sold Caroline seven hundred dollars worth of clothes and accessories,
including a pair of heavy black reading frames and an elegant two-piece taupe ensemble
for the wedding. Kendal could be a wonderful salesperson in the fitting room. Her default
demeanor of aloofness made it feel that much more thrilling for customers when she
offered them a bit of praise. “Not everyone can pull that fit off,” she would say with a
frown, watching the Gramercy Woman turning in the large dressing room mirror. “But it
looks perfect on you.” She recognized her own inconsistency as a sales associate, though.
She never knew when the mood would strike her to excel, and sometimes she sabotaged
easy sales just because she could.
Caroline paid with cash—a series of hundred dollar bills, which Kendal placed in
the lockbox below the counter.
“Can I borrow a pen?” Caroline rifled through her purse. “I need to make a note
to myself.”
Kendal gave Caroline the pen from behind the register and watched as she wrote
something illegible on the back of her receipt, tucking it into a side pocket of her wallet.
“Wow,” she said. “This pen writes so well. What kind is it?”
Kendal shook her head. “I’m not sure. They buy them in bulk for the store, I
guess.”
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“It’s so rare to find a pen that writes so well. You know, how you can never quite
find that perfect pen?” Caroline stood at the counter with her shopping bags, made heavy
by cotton and silk, lace and chiffon, waiting for Kendal to offer her the pen.
“Thank you so much for coming in,” Kendal said, smiling, taking the pen back
and placing it in the drawer. Caroline looked startled and then a bit afraid, but she didn’t
say anything.
After she left, Kendal went to look for Sierra and found her in sale, assiduously
checking every blouse for a spot of turquoise or a stray tassel.
“You’re not disturbing the possum, are you?” Kendal said. “It could have rabies.
We can’t be sure.”
“No. It’s not here anymore. I don’t know where it went.”
Kendal looked up and saw that the shelf was indeed empty. “Fuck.” She stepped
away from the row of clothes she was standing next to, bending over to see if the possum
was hiding underneath. There was nothing below but dust. “That gives me the creeps,”
she said.
Sierra seemed unbothered and continued to sort through the items, one hanger at a
time.
“Listen,” said Kendal. “You can stop looking for Bunny’s blouse. If it’s not here
you’ll just have to break the news to her the next time she calls.”
Sierra took her hands off the clothes. “What should I do now?”
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“Well, I’m supposed to cut you early, since we’re slow.”
The girl clenched her lips between her teeth. Kendal noticed that the dead smell
was still in the room. It felt like it was coming up through the floorboards.
“What? Do you need the hours?” Kendal asked.
The girl released her lips. “Yeah. I need the hours.”
“Okay.” Kendal picked up a dress and examined it, shook her head. “She doesn’t
like this one at all, the Gramercy Woman. It’s been here forever and it’s fifty percent
off.” She smiled at Sierra. “Well, I guess I could use the company, then. I hate closing by
myself.” Kendal put the dress back on the rack, tucking in the tag and brushing out the
wrinkles with a few beats of her hand.
After Caroline, they had two other customers, but no more transactions. Bobbi
was a mother of four boys, and a regular. She’d spent thousands at Gramercy over the
years, but she always came in wearing the same blue jeans and grey hoodie. “I shouldn’t
come in here,” she said. “It’s just too tempting.” The other was a teenage girl who looked
at the jewelry for twenty minutes and then left without saying a word or trying anything
on.
At eight o’clock they locked the front door and Kendal made Sierra sweep the
floors while she counted cash in the office. She adjusted Caroline’s transaction on the
computer so that it looked like the purchase had been for six hundred dollars instead of
seven, pocketing one of the hundred dollar bills. Afterward, she got Sierra to sign off on
the cash count and put the money in the designated office safe.
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“Are you done sweeping?”
Sierra nodded.
“We still have an hour to kill. Let’s try on some clothes.”
Kendal selected a white, lace embroidered dress she’d been coveting for days, and
Sierra chose a green cotton maxi with little gold baubles hanging off the hem that was
meant to be worn on a beach somewhere.
While Kendal waited for Sierra to come out of the fitting room, she spun in the
mirror and stroked the lace patterns with her fingers. The dress made her want to fly.
After a few more minutes, Sierra emerged, walking slowly, with her pelvis curled
under her torso. Kendal suddenly felt the need to fawn over this new, frightened girl.
“You have to get that dress. It’s amazing on you.” Sierra’s shoulder blades were sticking
out of her back in a menacing way, and it dawned on Kendal again how shockingly thin
she was. Looking at her straight on was like looking at the edge of something. It gave
Kendal the funny feeling of peering the wrong way through a telescope or looking in a
funhouse mirror. “You have the perfect body for clothes. Rebecca will definitely want to
photograph you for the website.”
Sierra smiled a little and turned in the mirror.
“How do you stay so skinny?” Kendal asked.
This time Sierra’s face grew tight and she shook her head. “Nothing. I don’t do
anything.”
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Kendal put her hands on her waist and thought about adding a belt. “I hear it’s
mostly about control.”
Sierra looked blankly at Kendal, lifting the edges of the dress up with her fingers
and fondling the material. “I guess. Yeah, I guess I’ve heard that too.”
After that, the girls took off the dresses.
They were hanging them back on the racks in the front of the store when a roach
crawled across the floorboards, almost across Kendal’s sandal. She shivered. “I can’t see
a roach without thinking how it would feel to step on it.”
Sierra looked at the floor. “Think about biting one. That’s even worse.”
Kendal blew out a candle that was on a stand by the dress racks. “You’re right.
That is worse.”
At nine, the girls were ready to clock out, except they didn’t know what to do
about the possum. “We don’t even know where it is,” Kendal said.
Sierra pointed to the loungewear section. “It’s underneath that rack with the
kimonos. I poked it with the broom when I was sweeping and it hissed at me.”
They walked over and Kendal got down on her knees. A pair of bright black eyes
stared back at her in the darkness. “I guess it’s done playing,” she said. “You know, if we
stuffed that thing’s head I bet we could sell it as a wall piece. She could use it to hang her
jewelry or tie her scarves around.”
“So what do we do?”
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Kendal shrugged. “I guess we just leave it.”
They collected their things from their lockers and took turns checking each
other’s bags for stolen items. “We have to do this,” Kendal explained, “because internal
loss has been such a problem in the past.” She said it as Sierra was holding her little
billfold open so Kendal could see there wasn’t anything from Gramercy inside.
As they were walking out, Kendal gasped as if she had only just remembered
something. “I forgot, I bought this dress yesterday but never took it home at the end of
my shift. Wait just a second.” She ran back to the cashwrap and took the dress out from
under a shelf below the register. It was formal, floor-length, and elaborately embroidered,
the most expensive thing in the store. Kendal folded it over her arm and smiled at Sierra,
who didn’t smile back. Kendal couldn’t tell by looking at her eyes whether she would say
anything to anyone, later.
“How do you get the whites of your eyes so white?” Kendal asked.
“What?” Sierra’s face cleared, and Kendal thought herself safe. The girl had just
been thinking about something else, and that’s why her eyes had looked like that.
“Oh, nothing,” she said. “I just thought you might use eyedrops or contacts or
something.”
Sierra laughed, for the first time all day. “No, I’ve never heard of anyone doing
that. That would be crazy.”
When they walked outside the air was heavy and warm, and the blackness of the
sky folded around them. It felt like the hem of the world was so close they could reach
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out and pick at the stitches with their nails, if they wanted to. “If I were a witch,” Kendal
said, “I would fly on a night like this.”
Sierra smiled. She was waiting patiently for Kendal to tell her what to do.
Disappointed, Kendal headed for the parking lot.
“Okay, bye, then.” Sierra’s ballet flats were silent on the asphalt, the damp night
air absorbing any sound they might have made.
Kendal watched Sierra drive away and then got out of her own car and walked
back to Gramercy Drive. She unlocked the door, opening it gently until there was a small
gap of darkness connecting the inside with the outside. She waved her hand through the
opening, felt the cool interior air rolling out over the warm cement.
At home, she found her brother in the kitchen, sitting at the table making scuff
marks on the tile with the toe of his sneaker. Clay’s arms were thin and long. His face
was red with little furrows running up and down the skin.
“Hey,” she said. “Your face is red. You look like a clown.”
He glanced up at her. “Clown faces are white.”
“Not yours. Yours is red. Where’s mom?”
“Out.” Clay’s arms stretched limp over the table, and his lips peeled away from
his skull in a strange, flapping grin, like part of his face had accidentally come unzipped.
“Richmond and Tigger are coming over.”
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Kendal ran some water over her hands. There wasn’t any soap. “I said no needles
in the house.”
“Sure,” he said. “No needles.”
Kendal shook her hands over the sink and went to her room, slid the chain into the
lock.
That night, she took herself to Gramercy Drive. Not the store, another place: a
house, quiet, with high ceilings and dark glossy floors, red-carpeted hallways, and a large
expanse of grass rolling out beyond the diamond leaded windows. She breathed in the air
and it tasted like spring water, like luxury and safety, and she knew without looking that
there were blankets and lamps, candied fruit and brightly colored pictures in frames, one
whole room just for dancing, another for books. She stood at the window.
Meanwhile, the night passed. The lights in the hallway blinked off and on to some
insane rhythm. The dogs scratched and howled at her door, and the chain rattled in its
track like a living thing. Caroline took three sleeping pills and dropped off while she was
reading a paperback that her mother-in-law had gifted her. Sierra undressed carefully and
looked at herself in the mirror. She saw some sort of fish in the reflection—she saw
herself like a flame, or an eye, or something prehistoric—a current in the water. The
possum slipped out through the crack in the Gramercy door and, feeling unafraid for the
first time in hours, stretched its fingers through the air, let out a grunt of satisfaction, and
trotted away.
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CHAPTER 2
THE BOYS
The Fesk family came to town in the fall, a few months after the drought began, and they
were gone by the spring. That year—the driest in a century, they said—the sky held all
day the rusty purple color that’s only usual at twilight, and the sun sapped the trees as
hollow as the cicada husks we plucked from their trunks every August. The river got to
be less and less. The well levels sank. By September, something else had begun to take
the water’s place—dust, dull and hot, hanging in the air and covering the ground, which
the preacher told us boys was the herald of unknown things to come.
And come they did. My mother packed a few of her things and climbed into a
stranger’s car. Mr. Singh, the grocer, died of a heart attack in the middle of the street, and
his mistress, Eleanor Astbury—who, before, could often be heard shouting Coward! from
behind a wall of canned peas—never spoke another word for the rest of her life. Lastly,
the Fesks moved into the old millhouse that had stood empty for decades.
Nobody knew for certain where they had come from, but we could tell it wasn’t
from anywhere near. For starters, the parents didn’t go to church, and the children
dressed all wrong, like miniature adults. Instead of blue jeans Tony wore slacks. Instead
of ponytails Agatha kept her hair twisted up with black lacquer combs. Then there was
the way they talked, unnatural, as if they had learned English from a textbook instead of
from their mother.

17

Tony was our age, and so they put him in Mrs. Merton’s class with the rest of us,
but Agatha was fourteen, and so she went to the high school with our older siblings and
their friends, the ones who drove cars and sucked icy Cokes from long straws, even in the
winter. Our parents told us to be nice to the new family. “It can’t be easy,” said the
mothers who hadn’t left. They meant: it can’t be easy being the kind of family that has to
move to a new town after the school year has already begun.
These same mothers put their fingers around the back of my neck whenever they
saw me and stared into my eyes like they were trying to remember something. I liked to
count backwards from ten when they did this and see how far I could get—usually it was
a seven or a six, but Mrs. Thompson, Jarvis’s mother, once got down to a three. We made
fun of Jarvis because his father was the town Lothario, but he was easygoing with our
teasing and never seemed to mind anything.
It was Jarvis who sat next to Tony Fesk on his first day of school and watched as
he filled out a workbook page with a neat cursive hand that signaled to us his ignorance.
We prided ourselves on our messy writing—the cramped, angled scrawl that classified us
as a group and that became one of the many symptoms we couldn’t shake even when we
were older and wanted to disguise ourselves. Jarvis shrugged his shoulders in my
direction, and Tony stayed absorbed with his pencil and paper, everyone watching him.
All morning we waited for Tony to speak, but his lips stayed so straight and
closed it felt like he was defying us on purpose. At recess, we kept a watchful distance
and were rewarded with a view of Tony kneeling on the blacktop and extracting a
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number of small items from his book bag, one by one. There was something uneasy about
the way he moved—precise and sure, but much too fast, like a cricket or a sparrow.
Cindy Sheldon, as always, was the first to investigate. We watched as she
approached Tony with her hands clasped behind her back and a swinging, self-conscious
gait. She leaned over him, her shadow swallowing him up, and a minute later she began
to lope back in the direction of the foursquare patch where the girls were busy with their
games.
We shouted out to her. The dust caught in our throats and made our voices break,
but she heard us anyway and turned around.
“What?” She rolled her eyes and smiled because she knew she’d accomplished
something we hadn’t. We’d never had a new boy in our class before—the ones who came
in from the country some years didn’t count—and we needed him to be the first to speak.
“What did you say to the new kid?” Josiah spit a wad of fleshy gum onto the
pavement and kicked a veil of dust over it. Alan stamped the gum with the sole of his
sneaker, and we laughed when part of it lifted back up with his foot.
Cindy put her hands on her hips, a posture copied from Mrs. Merton. “I said,
‘What are you doing?’”
“And?”
“And, he told me, and that’s that.” Her hair was the shape of a triangle, and the
base of the triangle bounced up and down on her shoulders as she ran away from us, back
to her girlfriends. We hated Cindy because the rims of her glasses were too thin and
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coppery and they picked up the light in a funny way, and also because her voice was too
high, and her fingers too long, and she was braver than us even though she didn’t have
any right to be.
For the rest of the week, Cindy waved to Tony on the playground but otherwise
didn’t approach him, and neither did we. We pretended to be immersed in our own
activities during recess, and in class we acted like he didn’t exist. It was difficult to put
on a show, though, because the heat of the drought kept us in a constant state of coughing
and crying, and we spent most of our time reassuring each other that we were only weepy
because of the dust and not for any other reason.
The only place we were able to ignore the drought was at the town dump, where
we gathered after school for loose games of pretend around the burn pits. It was
somewhere to be alone, our own kingdom where we could forget for a while our stinging
throats and the lack of rain, somewhere we could yell as loud as we wanted or not say
anything if that felt better. At home, though, there was no forgetting. The dust made our
fathers sigh and rub their fingers together, and our mothers, the ones who hadn’t left,
talked for hours about the years when they were young girls and how the water used to
flow over the sides of the riverbed and coat their toes with cool mud.
“Even in October?” we asked, not because we were interested but because we
were afraid they would fall over if we failed to prop them up with conversation.
“Even in October,” they said. “Our toes were always covered with mud, back
then. That’s why our skin was so smooth.” Then they would finger the cracks in their
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heels, and any blood that came away they wiped on their skirts. Our fathers’ sighs
became louder.
“Even at Christmas?” We were good sons who didn’t want our mothers to empty
out in the silence.
“Especially at Christmas. At Christmas the mud would be laced with ice that
made our feet look like little glass swans.” Then one of them would take my neck in their
hands and I would have to count backward from ten to keep from looking away. When it
was over, I sometimes had a streak of blood on my neck, as if one of my veins had been
leaking through the skin.
At Christmas that year, there was no mud and no icicles and no water, and the
dust didn’t seem to be changing quality at all with the seasons—it was the same mothy
summer dust that had plagued us for months. My father worked at the bank, but he came
home every night with a layer of warm dirt over his suit, as if he’d been out in the fields.
On Christmas Eve we went to church when the bells rang, the same as every year. None
of it felt holy, though, what with the candles staying unlit because of the wildfire risk,
and Oldboy Everett standing outside during the service with his clutch of programs,
muttering DAMNATION! at varying speeds and volumes.
Maybe it was the unsatisfactory quality to that Christmas that made us decide it
was time for Tony to speak to us. “We’ll tie him up with rope,” suggested Josiah, and
Alan said he’d heard that if you held a burning cigarette to somebody’s skin they would
start talking right away. Jarvis pointed out that something like that might make bad luck
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for everyone, so during the first recess of the new year we decided to follow Tony out to
the blacktop in a wall formation, for strength.
We approached Tony’s crouched form and asked the question Cindy had
accomplished months before: “What are you doing?” A boy named Wesley fell to one
side while trying to scratch his shin, and I had to reach out and pull him up by the sleeve
to patch the hole in our defenses.
Tony tilted his head, managing to look unsurprised and even a little put upon. “I
am studying my collection.”
“Can we see?” We knew, now, that Tony was more patient than any of us, and
there was no use in waiting any longer.
He reached into his bag and removed something tiny and white, and then another
and another, until he had what could have been a necklace of eight ivory beads or a row
of miniature soldiers. At first I thought they were just Tony’s baby teeth, and I almost
laughed—my own mother had saved all mine in a drawstring leather pouch, saying she
would bury them next to the grave of my grandparents on my wedding day, for blessings.
“What is that?” Josiah reached down to touch one of them, and Tony put out a
hand to stop him.
“You can come close and look, but don’t touch them. They are extremely fragile
and delicate.” We huddled around Tony and his collection and leaned in close until we
could feel the others breathing on our cheeks. Tony’s face was glowing when he picked
up one of the objects and held it up at eye level for us to admire. “They are mouse
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skulls—baby mice. It is very difficult to find perfectly intact skulls like these, since they
tend to get digested by owls or ground up underfoot. Most of them never get seen by
anyone at all.”
The skulls were the width of our pinky fingers, parts of the bone so shell-thin as
to be translucent. The noses came to a point with a pair of teeth shaped like claws, and
the eye sockets were enclosed with only the most hair-like strip of bone. Each of them
was different but each was complete, and we got the same rush of joy examining them as
we did from stretching our legs in the morning or counting our fingers just to make sure
we hadn’t lost any in the night. “Where did you find these?”
“Where I lived before,” he said, “there was a city of mice in our attic, and they
had nests and nests of pink pups. I waited until a litter got big enough and then I took the
pups and held them in a little box in my house. I took very good care of them, but they
died regardless. My sister made me promise not to take any more, but she showed me
how I could dissect the dead ones and study the bones if I was extremely, extremely
careful.”
We felt unspeakable jealousy—our sisters had never shown us anything so
miraculous. Tony’s collection had impressed us, and we began shouting out to him when
we passed him in town and adding his name to the stories we traded in class. Eventually
he let us hold each skull for thirty seconds, as long as we did so sitting on the ground and
with clean hands. The skulls were even lighter than they looked, and none of us breathed
at all when our thirty seconds came.
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But thirty seconds wasn’t enough. We wanted our own collections to keep in a
bag and consider valuable and tend to at night. We begged Tony to take us mouse
hunting, and the rest of that winter was spent peering into every crevice and corner that
he thought looked promising. It seemed, though, that the animals had fled with the water.
Not just the mice, either, but all of them, and we began pointing out to each other every
time we caught a glimpse of a bird in the sky, just to convince ourselves that everything
around us hadn’t died.
At the end of February, I was walking by myself when I saw a squirrel scuttling
between a row of houses, its tail thin and apologetic. It moved each leg one at a time,
crawling along the ground like a spider, and the skin behind my ears pulsed as I followed
it up to its nest beneath Eleanor Astbury’s porch. Eleanor’s house was large and blue with
lacy cutouts in the wood above the windows and empty boxes where the flowers would
have gone if there had been water to spare for flowers. Her father had been mayor of the
town when our parents were children and when he died he left his daughter the house,
which was known as the nicest in town by far. I veered away when I saw her come out
from behind the screen door, but not in time. She motioned me up the steps.
“Hello,” I said. She was stately and beautiful, and somehow still looked like a
young woman even though she wasn’t anymore. Everyone avoided Eleanor now that Mr.
Singh was dead and she no longer talked, although she had been popular before and used
to host dinner parties, entertaining the town with her dramatics while assuring the wives
that, aside from Mrs. Singh, nobody had anything to worry about from her. Eventually,
though—after Mr. Singh had been dead two months and around the time the dust had
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settled at ankle-level—the women decided to leave her alone. “There is such a thing as
making yourself too hard to love,” they said.
On the porch that day, I thought Eleanor might speak to me, but she only smiled
and took my head in her hands, each finger so covered with rings it looked like she was
wearing silver gloves. When she looked into my eyes I assumed that she was comforting
me over the loss of my mother, and immediately I began counting back from ten. She
didn’t do what the other women did, though. She didn’t try to bring the tears out of me, to
get an admission of sadness or of pain. Instead, she leaned down and pressed her lips onto
mine and kept them there until I got to four. When she let me go, I had time for one good
look at her before she went back inside. Her face was blank and dry like no expression
had ever been on it. Like she had never thrown a dinner party in her life.
By the time I stepped off the porch the squirrel was gone, and by the next
morning everyone knew that Eleanor Astbury had put her father’s handgun in her mouth
and that the funeral would be in two days. “Terrible,” said our fathers. At home they
wondered quietly who would get the house and even the gun, which had custom
woodwork and inlaid pearls on the handle. In the street they just said, “Shame.”
I told Tony about the kiss a few weeks later when we were out looking for mice
and became separated from the group. He, too, was used to women placing their hands on
his neck and staring into his eyes, and I thought he might understand. “Everything all
right at home?” they asked him, but they never seemed to hear the answer and so had to
ask him the same question the next time they saw him.
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“You’ve never been kissed by a woman before?” Tony casually lifted the edge of
a dead bush to check for signs of life inside.
I shook my head. “Just my mother.”
He spit on his hand and wiped it on the knee of his right pant leg, which had
gotten something brown on it. Somehow Tony’s clothes were never clean, even though
he was careful about them and wouldn’t take part in our play if it meant getting dirty.
“Well, I don’t believe it is extremely unusual. I had a girlfriend where I used to live who
was nineteen.” He frowned over the stain on his trousers until I called his attention to an
empty culvert across the road and suggested we go take a look.
Of course we wondered whether all the things Tony said were true, but we had
seen the mouse skulls with our own eyes and felt them with our hands, and that was good
enough for us. The skulls were real and precious, so much so that they began consuming
our dreams. In class, we fantasized about rolling them back and forth over our tongues,
feeling for the absence where the eye would go, being careful not to break the thin lip of
white that kept it there. We felt our own eyes, our cheekbones, our chins, and tried to
imagine how we would look without anything covering us. We imagined tiny skulls
resting in velvet-lined ring boxes, dreamed of opening those boxes and eating the
contents like communion wafers, the shell fragments tasting of heaven.
Slowly, our hunting picked up intensity. We began going to the dump every day,
and for especially long stretches on those Sundays when the weather was above freezing
and our mothers would lock the doors after church and unlock them just before
dinnertime. Since the world had become dry and brittle there was no more burning, only
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tossing, and so by March the garbage was piled in hills. Our fathers ran sturdy wooden
planks up and down to use as walkways so they could throw in new loads more easily.
“Place your refuse centrally,” read signs nailed to nearby trees. Our mothers were afraid
that the trash would seep past the dump perimeters and eventually invade the town.
For hours we would circle the piles, shouting out every time our eyes caught the
edge of a shadow under a magazine or the suggestion of a tail snaking from beneath an
overturned paint bucket. Afterwards we might wrestle each other, or climb the wooden
planks, or else play the old games of pretend that we had crafted and honed over the
years. Tony never partook in this play, though, and would keep hunting long after we had
forgotten he was even there. Then, at the end of a long day, when we were tired and
panting on the ground, he’d emerge from the edge of our vision and say, “Well, boys, no
mice here. Better luck next time.”
Nobody bothered us when we were there, and so it was a surprise when Agatha
came walking into view one afternoon, her long brown skirt swinging around her ankles.
She was tall and thin, with her dark hair held up in an elaborate twist.
“Tony?” she called in our direction. She was too far away to be able to distinguish
one boy from another, and as she walked closer we stared at the way her ankles kicked up
her skirt with each step. She shaded her eyes with one hand to block out the setting sun
and shouted Tony’s name again, the collection of still figures in front of her not
answering, just looking at the place where the bottom of her skirt met her skin and the
thin curving bones above her feet.
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As she came nearer, Tony emerged from behind a tall pile of trash where he must
have been waiting for us to finish our games. “Aggie?” He smiled and gestured formally
with one hand. His other was holding his bag, the one he took everywhere and that held
his collection. “This is the dump. Have you ever seen anything like it?”
Agatha smiled and said no, she hadn’t. That’s when we came back to life,
deciding to behave like grown up gentlemen by showing her around our favorite spots—
the giant blue hose that looked like an Amazonian snake, Greta Simm’s old sewing chair
that she had donated to charity but that nobody wanted, the stack of quilts that had
become fossilized under multiple coatings of sun and dust. Agatha smiled through the
beginning of our tour, but eventually started glancing back in the direction of the main
road, and her eyebrows stayed all the way up like she was being startled over and over
again. “We have to be on our way now, Tony,” she said.
“Sure, sure.” He was drawing designs in the dust with his foot because he didn’t
want to go. Josiah prodded him and gestured toward Agatha. Tony tried at first to pretend
like he didn’t understand, but then he said, “Oh, well, Aggie. The boys want to find mice
litters, but we are not having much luck here at all.”
Agatha glanced toward town once more before answering. I knew she was
fourteen, but I found myself wondering how old she really was, and whether she might
not be much older than she pretended. “What?” she said. “What for?”
We moved closer to her, so she might be able to hear us better. “For the skulls,”
Alan said. “We want to start a collection of mouse skulls, like the one Tony has.”
“Oh,” Agatha laughed a little. “Why don’t I just make you some?”
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Our eyes were wide and we had nearly encircled her completely by this time. “Do
you have the mice?” I wanted to reach out and touch her skirt, and finally I got close
enough so that a knuckle grazed the fabric. I thought of Eleanor Astbury and wondered
where she was, if she was underground, and whether there was still skin covering her
face.
“Mice?” Agatha looked at Tony, who was standing to the side, not meeting her
eyes. “You know they’re not real. I made them for Tony. Out of clay. It takes me a very
long time, but I can make some for you boys, too.”
Clay? The word echoed around us—the dust pulsed with it. “We want the real
thing,” we said. Clay? “We want the bones underneath.”
Tony was backing away from us, and we could see from his face that he knew
he’d been caught and wasn’t going to try to salvage his lie. Agatha laughed again and
motioned to her brother, but now Tony didn’t move.
He didn’t move again when Josiah reached for his book bag and extracted one of
those skulls—so small, so perfect—dropping it to the ground. It landed intact, and when
Alan brought his foot down there wasn’t the crunching we had all been dreaming of for
months, but a sudden pop more like the sound of a small handgun or all the air going out
of a bubble. He removed his foot, and embedded in the dust we saw a pile of white
shards, a pile of nothing.
From that nothing our eyes went to Agatha, who was standing so near but seemed
somehow unreachable. We started out by just pressing our palms against her legs, trying
to get her to understand that we wanted the real thing, that she was our only hope. We
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kept our hands open, slapping her lightly like we did to each other sometimes for a joke.
She didn’t brush us away or make any movement at all. I don’t know who started it, but
eventually we all had something in our hands—broken flashlights, old cheerleading
batons, bits of wood. We poked at her, from all sides, until there were marks on her
clothes and her hair had started coming undone from its magical hold.
Finally, she said, “Stop,” but she was laughing, looking at Tony and then at each
of us with her surprised expression. It felt good, seeing her sway with each jab, her thin
frame reacting to us so immediately, so naturally.
When she began to run, we pulled her skirt with our fingers, ripping pieces off
and stuffing them into our mouths. She was crying now, trying to climb one of the planks
leading up the side of a trash pile. We followed, some of us scrambling up the plank
behind her and some reaching for her ankles from the masses of garbage below. She
never screamed as she was climbing, but was strangely quiet. The whole thing was
quiet—we never shouted or threatened but reached and prodded and grabbed.
Three quarters of the way up the plank, though, something changed. Agatha
stopped running and turned around, her face glassy and clear. Our hands froze in midreach, then, and we would not have been surprised if God Himself had decided He
couldn’t wait any longer and swallowed her up on the spot. She paused for a second in
the stillness and bent her knees, her eyes focused on something far away, fists clenched.
When she jumped, it was like an electric shock. She floated through the air, suspended
and radiant, the rosy blue of the sky hungry above her and our hands and eyes hungry
below.
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Something metal clanged together as she landed, although we couldn’t see
anything under the mountain of refuse. We covered our ears against the screams and ran
back into town. Tony didn’t follow.
At home, our parents tugged at our clothing under the soft light of our various
kitchen lamps. “How’d you get so filthy? Take these off.” We bowed our heads meekly.
“We didn’t do anything,” we had told each other, breathless, only moments before. “Why
did she jump?”
The next day we learned that the fall had broken Agatha’s leg and she had to go
into the city for surgery to have it reset. Our fathers said there was a metal plate inside
her now, underneath, and stitches that marked the place from above. She never told
anyone it was us who did it, and the mothers decided amongst themselves that it had all
been horseplay gone wrong. “These things happen,” they said. Damnation! said Oldboy
Everett from his post behind the church, his head twitching to one side with each curse.
Tony didn’t say anything, and he and his family moved away as soon as Agatha was out
of the hospital.
The Fesks left in the spring, but the water didn’t return for three more months.
We’d all gotten so used to the dust that it wasn’t until the first rainfall when we realized it
had dissipated without our noticing. There wasn’t a big party in the streets with the rain
streaming down, and the birds didn’t sing the next morning. In fact, during the year of the
drought the ground had become so hardened that the first rain slid right over it, and the
flooding that resulted ruined four houses downtown, including Eleanor Astbury’s.
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Over the coming years most of the boys stayed put, but a few of them joined the
army and a couple others left without saying what their plans were. I still get letters from
a few, but for the most part I throw them away unless Cindy’s nearby and can read them
aloud to me. I’m not able to stomach their juvenile script—still the same as mine—for
more than a few sentences.
Cindy and I married just out of high school. We wanted to have a family right
away, so when we waited month after month and no news came I wondered about my
own mother and whether we might have had better luck if she’d stayed long enough to
plant my baby teeth on our wedding day. Over time we grew accustomed to the idea of
being just us two, but on the night of our fifteenth wedding anniversary Cindy put her
head in my lap and told me to expect a little stranger. I felt a prickling in my brain then
that I hadn’t known since I was a boy.
During those nights when Cindy was pregnant and not sleeping well, I suffered
from dreams that I was scratching my legs until I bled, searching with my fingers for the
seams that held me together. I prayed, in the dreams, to keep myself from ripping my
skin open and probing for the mouse that I could feel trying desperately to claw its way
out of me. Cindy always woke me from these nightmares, but I hated disturbing any
chance she had to rest, and eventually I found that if I drank enough just before bed the
mouse got drowned out and I was able to sleep through the night.
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CHAPTER 3
LEXICAL ORPHANS
kismet
noun, often capitalized kis·met \ˈkiz-ˌmet, -mət\
definition: fate

She was reclining on a beach chair when she spotted him for the first time. She willed
him forward and watched through her dark-lensed glasses as he approached. “Hey,” he
said when he was near enough. “Do you have a light?”
She shook her head. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. “Smoking will
kill you.”
He nodded, smiled, touched the pockets of his swim trunks. “That’s okay. I don’t
really have anything to light.”
She took off her sunglasses and looked him up and down.
He motioned to a volleyball net a little ways off, where a group of young men were
kicking sand at each other. “My buddies, they dared me to come talk to you. We saw you
sitting alone.”
She smiled. “What about your hair?”
He laughed, ran a hand through it. “What about it?
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“You said you don’t have anything to light. We could try your hair.”
He took a step closer, smiled again. “We could. But I don’t think it would burn. It’s
wet.” He shook it upside-down. A few cool drops landed on her lips.
She looked up at him dispassionately, as if he was a lamppost or a beach umbrella.
“I think it would. I think wet hair would burn just fine.”
“Maybe,” he said. “I guess we’ll never know. Where are you from, anyways?”
She shaded her eyes with one hand, the other resting on the blue fabric of the beach
recliner. “We could make a bet on it. I have a lighter in my room. I’ll bet you a dollar that
your hair will burn just fine.”
He looked back at his friends before turning back to her. “I thought you didn’t have
a lighter.”
“I don’t have one on me. There’s one in my room.”
He laughed and rubbed his arms like he was cold. “Nah, I don’t think so. I’ve gotta
be getting back.” Then he jogged away, sand flying up behind his heels. His friends
started shouting when they saw him. They piled on top of each other like puppies.
A man sunning two chairs over sat up from his reclining position and rested his
forearms on his knees. “The fuck, Melanie.”
“He didn’t have anything on him,” she said. She swatted at a mosquito crawling up
her knee. “I’ll get the next one.”
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axolotl
noun ax·o·lotl \ˈak-sə-ˌlä-təl\
definition: a variety of salamander known for the ability to regenerate limbs and organs

The divorce had gone as smoothly as possible, Chuck’s attorney said. He and his
ex-wife would split everything fifty-fifty, straight down the middle. He could see the kids
whenever he was home, which was not often because he was a truck driver and he lived
mostly on the road. Chuck was fortunate, his attorney said, because not every divorce
was so amicable. The attorney had seen his fair share of acrimony, he said.
Chuck had been absent for most of his marriage, but he didn’t know this bothered
his wife until the divorce. She was always very supportive of his job. When they first
married, she would map out his routes with a highlighter and put little heart stickers at all
the rest stops. She bought an expensive memory-foam pillow for his lower back, made
him healthy snacks to eat along the way, and stayed home at night to take his calls from
payphones and motel rooms. Later, when he had a cell phone, she didn’t like to talk as
much. “I feel like you’re just bored,” she’d say. “Like you want me to entertain you. Why
don’t you try a book on tape?” When they did talk, she spoke of people he had never met
and restaurants he had never been to.
Still, he believed his family was close. It was something he held true about
himself. While he was driving, he liked to imagine where his wife and children might be.
He thought of his daughters doing cartwheels in the front yard. He pictured his son
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catching insects in a jar. He said their names silently over and over, keeping the shapes in
his mouth. He taped so many pictures to the dashboard that the other guys felt compelled
to give him a hard time. He liked to say that he never felt separated from his family, not
even for an instant. He liked to say they were locked in his heart and he could feel them
there with every beat.
After the divorce, his heart kept beating, and then he wondered—who is it I can
feel in there, now? Who are these strangers pounding on the walls? Before long, he
couldn’t bring himself to see his children at all because of the fear, the fear that ate him
up. He knew that the new family—the one that lived inside him now—would grow
jealous if he saw the old children. That the new children would take their revenge and cut
their way out of him, leaving him empty and peeled on the driveway without even shade
from the sun. Then his insides, toasted and brown, would float away on the wind, finally
landing on the side of some interstate where drivers would glance over and mistake him
for a bit of road kill or a scrap of tire before tuning their radios to a different station or
spitting sunflower seeds into the Styrofoam cups between their thighs.
asterisk
noun as·ter·isk \ˈas-tə-ˌrisk, especially in plural also ÷-ˌrik\
definition: the character * used in printing to indicate various arbitrary meanings

It was a rite of passage for the affluent neighborhood children to start school in
Miss B’s kindergarten classroom.
“Did you get her?” Claire Woodley asked Anna Cho.
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“Dr. Cho had to make a call, but yes.”
The two women smiled and congratulated each other.
Miss B was in her early forties, but she still wore the fairy-princess look of a
younger woman. Blonde curls fell to her waist and diaphanous, pastel-colored skirts
skimmed the tops of her knees. She was famous for her classroom’s holiday decorations
and never missed a chance to put on a costume. “Today we will learn about a country
called Japan,” she might say, wearing a kimono that the children would gently caress
with their juice-stained fingertips.
Beneath Miss B’s storybook image and bright enthusiasm, though, was an
always-churning mechanism of springs and locks that kept everything on schedule and
everyone in their place. She ran her classroom with an efficiency that would have
frightened the parents, had they realized. The children, however, accepted her ways
almost without question. Some of the toughest cases put up a fight in the beginning, but
everyone ended by submitting to her rule.
She was able to achieve such peace and harmony because of her unique talent: in
each child she was able to locate and draw out the part, however small, that desired to
please the goddess-mother-teacher they saw in herself. And they did please her. She liked
to look down at their upturned, smiling faces and wind a path around their miniature
tables like she was wending her way through a field of sunflowers.
On the first day of the new school year, Arthur Whitson’s mother introduced
herself. She was a nervous woman. She said, “Arthur’s a wonderful boy.”
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“I’m sure,” answered Miss B. She already felt this mother would be nothing but
trouble.
“There’s one thing.” Mrs. Whitson was holding the boy’s hand so tightly he was
beginning to grimace with discomfort. Suddenly she released him and patted his
shoulder. “Why don’t you go explore your new classroom, Arthur?”
The boy stumbled toward the terrarium where some of the other children were
watching the lizards sun themselves under the heat lamps.
Mrs. Whitson leaned forward again and spoke almost in a whisper. “He can’t be
exposed to the color plum. He hates it. Or is afraid of it, or allergic to it, or something.
I’ve taken him to specialists, but they all say it’s nothing but a personality quirk that will
pass in time.” She closed her eyes as if taking a moment to gather her strength. “I felt I
needed to tell you. If he sees the color, he goes into a kind of shock. It can be upsetting.”
A different mother waved to Miss B from across the classroom and Miss B waved
back. “Plum?” she asked. She wondered if Mrs. Whitson might have some sort of mental
issue.
“Yes, it’s a very particular color. I don’t know any other way to describe it.”
Miss B nodded. “I’m sure it is just a phase. I don’t think he’ll be any trouble.”
Indeed, Arthur turned out to be a docile little boy who never caused problems,
even if sometimes he asked too many questions during group circle. Miss B was very
pleased with her new class, overall, but she couldn’t forget what Arthur’s mother had said
about the color plum.
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She began by cutting a very small purple flower out of paper and stapling it to the
garden wall, but Arthur didn’t react to it. She tried lighter shades, darker shades, each
sample less discreet than the next. Nothing. Finally one day she brought an actual plum
of a lovely midnight hue. She held Arthur back from recess and offered him the fruit. “Do
you like plums?”
He took it in his tiny, sweaty hand and bit into it without hesitation. Juice ran
down his face and he smiled, swallowed. “Thanks, Miss B. Yum.” He ran outside on
chubby legs and promptly dropped the plum in the sandbox.
She told herself that probably the mother was insane and that the boy had never
had any reaction to color at all. But then the dreams came—dreams that she was
enveloped in a plummy darkness, quiet and perfect. On waking, the possibility haunted
her that she might never see the particular color that had sent Arthur into anaphylactic
ecstasy.
She was able to last two more years after Arthur’s class, but every day she longed
for that color she had never seen and so could not imagine. After she retired, she ran into
a mother of a former student in the grocery store. “Didn’t you still love teaching,
though?” asked the mother.
“Of course I did,” said Miss B. “Of course I loved it.”
shibboleth
noun, shib·bo·leth \ˈshi-bə-ləth also -ˌleth\
definition: a use of language regarded as distinctive of a particular group
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She’d made a mistake in ordering the dresses, and now it was too late to fix it.
Elizabeth gathered a segment of hair from the base of her neck and placed it on her
tongue, closed her lips over it and began to suck intently.
Her fiancé said everything would be fine, that there was a solution to every
problem.
Her friends said mix and match was on trend and that everyone would think it was
purposeful anyways.
Her mother said to give her the number for the bridal boutique. That she would
call and straighten everything out.
Elizabeth herself felt collapsed into a tiny space in the midst of all these wellmeaning words and directions. She raised her hands above her head and searched for a
crack in the walls, something she could use to hoist herself up and over. But the words
were too sure, too certain. There was not even one spot built without integrity.
Everything had been arranged according to code.
She thought of the pre-marital counseling she and her fiancé had started last week
in preparation for the wedding. They’d talked about finances, future children, their own
parents’ marriages. They’d taken a quiz that revealed their preferred love languages.
Elizabeth told the counselor that she was nervous for the big day. “Don’t worry,” the
counselor said. “I’ve seen a lot of couples, trust me. You two are a piece of cake.”
But that’s not us at all, Elizabeth had wanted to say. It’s not even close.
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She spit the gathering of hair out of her mouth. Wet, it gave off a nice smell that
she found comforting.
Every problem has a solution, she told herself.
Mix and match is on trend this year.
My mother will call and straighten everything out.
We are all a piece of cake.
She imagined herself as a piece of cake and put herself into her mouth. When she
bit down, the cake revealed itself to have a sandy texture like hair between teeth. It tasted
like hair, too. We will not be serving me at the wedding, she thought, and laughed. No,
that would not be good.
wherewithal
noun, where·with·al
definition: means, resources

Carole was turning forty-two on Wednesday, and she wanted her brother,
Andrew, to come to her celebratory dinner. Only recently had their parents died within
three months of each other, and this was Carole’s first birthday without them. Her
husband had arranged for the dinner, but he had not wanted to invite Andrew. “He’ll only
disappoint you,” he said.

41

“You never know.” Carole looked out the window above the kitchen sink. She
was washing spinach for a salad. “He’s calming down, I think. Just last month he called
and said he’s been missing home. Tired of LA.”
Her husband was reading something on the computer. “He’ll only disappoint
you,” was all he would say about it, although later he changed the reservation to six:
Carole, himself, their three children, and Andrew.
Wednesday night, Carole and her family arrived at the restaurant early and had to
wait outside near an old man smoking a cigarette. “Kids,” said Carole, motioning them
away from the bench where the old man was sitting. She didn’t want to have to wash the
smell of smoke from their clothes later on.
Once they were seated in the restaurant, Carole placed her phone face up on the
table so she would notice if Andrew called. Her husband put his hand over hers. “You
worry about him too much. He’s a grown man.”
She took a sip of water. “He’s always been sensitive, though.”
When Andrew arrived only two minutes later, Carole’s husband smiled at her in
apology and she began to pat Andrew’s sleeve like their mother used to do. “Stop that,”
he said, smiling.
They over-ordered, ate and drank as much as they could, and when the meal was
finished Andrew was the first to reach for the bill. Carole protested, but he raised his
hand. “We’re celebrating, Carole—your birth, and something else.”
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Carole’s husband leaned forward with sudden interest. The move with the bill had
significantly improved Andrew’s standing in his eyes. “Oh? What are we celebrating?”
The youngest child muttered something about dessert and so the husband raised his hand
just as Andrew had done.
“Well,” Andrew said, smiling. “I’ve gotten a job at dad’s old firm, and I’m
moving back to town next month. It’s only a starting position, but Finley said it shouldn’t
be a problem to move up the chain fairly quickly.”
Carole’s husband made a whooping noise and leaned behind her seat to clap
Andrew on the back. Carole thought the red wine must have disagreed with her. She felt a
little sick. “What a perfect birthday present,” she said, and raised her glass.
gridlock
noun, grid·lock \ˈgrid-ˌläk\
definition: congestion precluding movement
“The thing is,” the first boy said, “tigers can’t see the future like owls can.”
The second boy shook his head. “Owls can’t see the future, man. They’re really
wise, you know, but they can’t see the future any more than you or me.”
The first boy shrugged. “Maybe I can. Maybe I can tell what’s going to happen to
you after this.”
The second boy threw a rock into the tiger habitat. According to the plaque, the
tiger’s name was Shangri-La and she was a fifteen-year-old Bengal. She’d been sleeping
for hours, and every once in a while her tail would flicker in the direction of the fence.
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“I’ll tell you,” said the first boy. “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. You’re
going to climb into that tiger’s cage and stand in it for ten seconds before you climb out.”
The second boy laughed. “No way.”
“Why not? She’s just a little kitty. See—she’s sunbathing. I bet she doesn’t even
wake up when you’re in there.”
“And if she does?”
The first boy shrugged. “You’re fast. You’re Mr. Lightning, right?”
The second boy got up from the bench where they’d been smoking. He walked to
the edge of the habitat and inspected the fencing, put his fingers through the wire. It was
a 17-foot barrier, with the wire curving inward for a foot or two at the top. He grabbed
the metal with both hands and shook until the fence reverberated down its length.
A caretaker heard the racket and came out of the neighboring exhibit. “Hey,” he
said, waving his arms. “Get out of here.” The boys took off running. They were slow and
awkward, and the caretaker could have caught them if he’d wanted to. Instead, he went
back to work.
The tiger didn’t move. She didn’t concern herself with visitors or with the future
and she didn’t care, just then, to rise from her sleep.
eldritch
adjective el·dritch \ˈel-drich\
definition: weird, eerie

44

Lisa’s brother, JJ, was taken from the parking lot of a Ben Franklin when she was
five years old. Her parents cried when they told her. They didn’t lie or make up a story,
because they thought it was important that she be protected by the knowledge. “It could
have been force,” her father said, kneeling beside her. “He might have been grabbed
before he could make a sound.” “But then again,” said her mother. “It could have been a
tricky person. The kind of person who lies and makes you think they’re your friend.” The
moral of the story was always for Lisa to keep her eyes open and to stay away from
people—both the kind who might grab and the kind who might trick.
Her parents did a number of strange things after JJ disappeared. Her mother put
makeup on and took it off and put it on again before driving to the news station to give an
interview. Her father bagged up JJ’s toys and sent them across the country to a psychic.
They both watched Lisa with an intensity that scared her. One of the parents was nearly
always touching her. It bothered her, this holding of her hand, the brushing of her hair,
the kissing of her eyelids. She knew it was a pretext for something else and so sometimes
when they did this she screamed as loud as she could and other times she held her breath
until she passed out.
Lisa was a smart girl and she understood most things. She understood that a bad
man had seen her brother JJ and wanted him. She understood why the man might want JJ
because she had spent her whole life wanting him. He was fun and brave. He showed her
how to do things. But she could not understand, no matter how much she tried, what
made the man change his mind. What made the man hit JJ over the head and leave him in
the forest when Lisa herself still wanted him very much and would have taken him back
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if only she had been asked? It was this gap between wanting JJ and throwing him away
that made her sick, often physically, often at school and in front of the other kids.
Back then Lisa feared the bad man, feared that he might come back and take her,
too. Then, after her first real breakup, she began to fear the tricky man and his tricky
words. And when she had a family of her own she looked down at the crying infant in her
arms. “I will not change my mind,” she said, over and over. The baby looked back at her
as if she was a stranger.
abracadabra
noun ab·ra·ca·dab·ra \ˌa-brə-kə-ˈda-brə\
definition: a magical charm or incantation

They saved up for years to buy their first home as a married couple. It was just a
two-bedroom, but it was in an up-and-coming neighborhood and its trim was sky-blue,
which the wife considered to be good luck because sky-blue was the husband’s favorite
color. That first night, they lay in bed next to each other and considered the
improvements they would make now and the ones they would make later and the ones
that were unimportant and would probably never be made. They felt happy but were
careful not to say the word because it would only be a diminishment of the thing that was
felt.
The buzzing started the very next day—at least, that’s when the wife heard it for
the first time. It began so softly that the wife’s body registered the sound before her ears
did. It was like the humming of a very delicate motor, like a fine electric web stretching
over everything. Her skin prickled and her hair stood up in answer to the call. Before she
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knew it, she was offering up an answering buzz, a little hum escaping between her teeth,
shaking her brain.
“What is that sound?” she asked the husband when they were together again that
night. The husband didn’t hear anything in particular. He said it was probably the dryer
running and then he fell asleep and didn’t wake up again until the next morning.
When he woke, he too could hear the buzzing. “What is that?” he asked the wife.
“Is that you making that sound?” The wife rolled her eyes because he had not heard the
sound last night and was only hearing it this morning.
Once they both acknowledged the buzzing there was nothing else they could think
about. Doubts crept in. Did we make a bad investment? The husband crawled along the
floor, looking for hollow spots in the foundation by knocking with his fists. Did I make a
mistake? The wife looked at the husband and noticed for the first time a little grouping of
freckles on his neck that were shaped like a bat. A poor omen.
Over the next few days, the buzzing became so terrible that the husband and wife
couldn’t sleep anymore, and they went about their business only half awake. They tried
shouting so they might be heard, but that seemed to make the sound worse somehow and
so eventually they stopped trying to talk at all. It was only when the wife was sure they’d
both gone mad that they went to the neighbor’s house to see if anyone else was suffering.
“It could be an electrical problem on the block,” the husband said as they walked over.
In the house across the street was a mother with two young children clinging to
her legs. She said there wasn’t any noise in her house.
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The wife started crying. “It’s real,” she told the neighbor. “It is.”
The neighbor patted the wife’s arm and agreed to walk over to confirm the sound.
“Oh,” she said as soon as she entered the hallway. “Yes.” She shook her head, stretched
out her hand and pointed. “You have bees. It sounds like they’re in the walls. We’ve had
them before.” The neighbor gave the husband and wife a number to call and then she
went back to her own home.
The husband and wife did not believe the neighbor and so the wife dug through
one of the boxes they had yet to unpack and found a hammer. She gestured at the wall
and the husband nodded. Swinging hard, she dug in with the wrong end of the hammer
and pried the plaster loose.
Then the air was filled with bees. They danced, billowed, sung, moved over each
other like layers of fabric. Honey dripped from the hole in the wall and the husband and
wife spooned it into their mouths with their fingers and hands. Already they were stung
all over. They laughed, their skin going numb. “What’s the meaning of this?” asked the
wife. The honey on their tongues was the sweetest they had ever tasted.
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CHAPTER 4
QUEEN CREEK FOXTROT
I.
Chrissie edged up to ninety. She liked to drive on her days off and if she didn’t
have anywhere else to go she drove down the Hunt trying to hit one-ten without getting
pulled over. Sometimes when she got going fast enough she had the feeling like she
understood herself. It didn’t happen every time, though, and even then the feeling lasted
only as long as her foot was on the pedal, her hands wrapped around the wheel like an
animal. At seventeen, Chrissie already knew all about things lasting for just as long as
she could keep her grip tight, which was never long enough.
This time she didn’t get the feeling. Not even when her foot was pressed flat to
the floor of the truck, the road buzzing beneath her. I’m driving fast, that’s all, she
thought. Nothing special about it. She slowed the truck down and turned on the radio, but
it was only advertisements and soon she reached forward to turn it off again. As she did,
the figure of a man appeared in the distance, his image hovering just above her raised
finger pointing at the dial. He stood on the roadside with his arm out and a duffel bag at
his boots.
Chrissie cranked her window down and air rushed into the cab of the truck,
soaking her hair and skin in burning heat. The odor of cow patties and dust took root deep
inside her and she felt disgusted with herself, the little bit of relief from driving worn off
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already. She leaned forward on the steering wheel as the truck rolled toward the man.
“You need a ride?” She looked over the top of her sunglasses, the ones she’d gotten for
free after the model was discoed from the convenience store where she worked. She liked
how heavy the frames felt on her face.
The man put one hand over his belt buckle and the other over his eyes for shade.
“Sure thing,” he said. “But not from you. You shouldn’t be picking people up. Didn’t
your parents tell you?”
He was tall and white and skinny, with cowboy boots and one of those silver and
turquoise cross pendants around his neck that tourists buy from roadside stands at the
reservations. The way he talked was fast and bright like he was selling something.
Several cars passed them by at high speed, and the truck shivered.
“You need a ride or no?”
He crossed over to the passenger’s side, opened the door and climbed in, taking
some time to settle the bag on his lap. She would have rolled her window up but he had a
nauseating smell of sweat and alcohol about him and she didn’t want it to stain her hair,
which she’d just gotten set. “The seatbelt’s broken, so don’t bother,” she said as she
pulled the truck back onto the road.
The man’s name was Lee and he was making his way to Phoenix to meet his
family.
“I can’t take you all the way.”
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He smiled and touched his shirt-pocket. “Any little bit counts. I was just heading
over to the switch to catch the dinky into town. Lucky I caught you, instead.” He wiped
some sweat off his face and then pressed his hand to the leg of his blue jeans. “I was with
a buddy of mine, but we had a misunderstanding. You don’t gamble, do you?”
“No.” Hot air buffeted Chrissie’s eardrums as the truck gained speed, beating all
the thoughts out of her head like petals from a flower. Finally she rolled up her window,
opening her mouth slightly so she could breathe without inhaling Lee’s stench.
“Good. Gambling is the devil’s game. Nothing comes for free, remember that.”
Chrissie didn’t answer. On some people she liked to open the tap and let them run
as long as they could, and only what they said afterward counted for something. Her
grandmother always said people liked talking trash and Chrissie had learned for herself it
was the truth.
Lee didn’t seem to notice her silence, and every so often he looked at her
slantwise in a way that made her feel like she might do anything at all to him and he
would thank her after.
“My buddy Mitch and me, we were having a time. I was up ten bucks, in fact,
until he robbed me blind and left me on the side of the road. How do you like that? We
get into a tiny argument and he goes and leaves me to die in this hot-as-hell, Goddamned
middle-of-nowhere.” He sighed. “Goddamned Queen Creek.”
Cranking the passenger window down, he stuck his head out to spit then put his
hand out the window, looking at it like it wasn’t attached in any way to himself. “Excuse
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my language. This place has got a beauty of its own, I guess.” He looked doubtfully past
his hand at the miles of flat, sandy scrubland and the treeless mountains beyond.
A horsefly hit the windshield with a thump.
“It’s a place to live,” said Chrissie.
“Exactly. That’s exactly what I always say.” Lee returned his hand to the inside of
the truck and rolled the window back up slowly, like he was nursing a pain in his arm.
“I’m not picky. I’ll go anywhere and talk to anyone. I have to, seeing as right now I’m
without the luxury of a place to call home.” He winced and sucked air through his teeth,
but he didn’t say if he was suffering. “I’ve been trying to get back to my daughters, but
Linda—that’s my ex-wife—she’s giving me a hard time. You know how it is.”
Chrissie didn’t answer. She was picking at a worn patch on the steering wheel
where the leather kept coming up. As Lee was talking she’d had a premonition that her
luck might finally be turning, and now she was trying to dig into the feeling to see where
it came from. Her grandmother said premonitions only ever came from God or the devil,
and that you couldn’t tell which was which until it was too late to do anything about it.
Lee laughed and tapped his knuckles against the door of the cab. “That’s right, of
course you don’t know anything about that. It’s because you’re young still. I envy you
that.” He wiped at the corners of his mouth and paused. “Do you believe in God,
Chrissie?”
It surprised her that Lee brought up God at that moment, just when she was
thinking about what her grandmother said about premonitions. She kept her eyes focused

52

on the elegant line of asphalt running beneath the truck so she wouldn’t give away what
she felt, wondering if Lee might be able to read minds like the young hippie who had
come through the store when she was a girl. The hippie had told her to envision a color—
to really hold it like it was covering her eyes in a cloth—and that he would give her the
name of the color on her mind. After she’d had her eyes closed for a minute he slapped
her lightly on the side of the head. “Bad girl. You’re thinking of no color.”
To test Lee, she imagined pushing down on the gas with all her weight and
pulling hard on the steering wheel once they were up to speed, flipping the truck over on
itself. She imagined the cab going up in flames with her and Lee trapped inside, burning
like so much gas and rubber. It’s what she would have to do, anyways, if he tried
something.
Cradling in her mind the image of them both burning, she turned back to Lee,
who was still waiting for her reply. There was nothing in his eyes to suggest he was able
to see the end she’d summoned for them, though, and so she thought her mind was
probably safe.
Eventually he turned away and shook his head at the landscape. “Anyways, you’ll
believe when you’re older. That’s just what happened to me. Young, I was free and
happy to think only of myself. It’s when you feel your life start to go south that you turn
to something else. Something bigger.”
Chrissie, too, looked out at the sunshine that stretched every way, forever. The
brightness allowed a person to see all around, and Chrissie thought it was funny how
nevertheless there was nothing to see. She wondered if it was only the dark places on
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earth really worth noticing, like how she could never stand at the top of a canyon without
wanting to go down.
At times, she did feel herself being watched. It was something about the desert
that did it, like being at the bottom of a glass bowl. The open sky, the heat, the sagebrush
and rocks and the cactus all turned into a giant eye at those times.
Lee took a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, then changed his mind and put
them back. He was looking at her with open curiosity now. “You have any family?” He
acted almost shy about asking. Chrissie usually didn’t like for people to look at her for
too long, but there was something different about it when she was driving the truck. She
felt strong and impressive, like she was worth looking at and wouldn’t be surprised by
anything that could happen.
“My grandmother,” she said. “And my brother’s getting home tonight. From
overseas.”
Thin, dirty hands massaged the stubble on his cheek. “He in the army?”
Chrissie nodded.
“I was in the armed forces myself. Of course, now I’ve got a bum knee, so that’s
that.” He turned on the radio and flipped through the stations. Not one of them was
playing any music and, giving up, he left the dial on a commercial for a pool company.
Chrissie turned it off. She couldn’t stand the sound of the talking.
Lee shifted in his seat. “Where’s your parents?”
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She thought about whether she wanted to lie or not as she swerved slightly to
avoid a hollowed-out jackrabbit splayed open on the road. Her grandmother never did tell
her what had happened to her parents. All she’d ever say is that they were fools who got
knocked up outside of marriage and fools didn’t bear talking about. Even though Chrissie
never said so, it confused her why her grandmother would rail against sluttishness one
minute and next thing be cooing over the Mexican poppies, those wildflowers that spread
their golden legs open along the highway for anyone to see.
“I don’t know,” she finally said, and Lee turned away to look out the window
again.
It was Chrissie’s grandmother who had raised her and nobody else, as she was
often reminded. Her grandmother loved plants and knew all about them, so Chrissie
knew, too. For years when she was in elementary school she’d been so scared of
following her mother in getting pregnant that every night she gathered a fistful of
oleander flowers from the bush outside the house and stuffed them in her mouth. They
tasted fresh and sour, with a nice white pink feeling that lingered on the tongue and gums.
She even liked the way the doves that roosted in the bush each evening would fly away in
fear when she plucked the first flower.
She believed that the poison in the blooms would be enough to kill anything
growing inside her, and so when the fear and dread would turn her hands numb she only
had to repeat to herself, I ate the poison I ate the poison I ate the poison, and then she
would be calm. Around that time she also began to see halos surrounding the light bulbs
at home, making her believe that angels lived in them and protected her as long as the
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switches were flipped on. She slept with the lights on because of that, although
sometimes her brother or grandmother would come in and turn them off. Chrissie only
stopped her nightly ritual of eating the oleanders when her grandmother caught her at it
and gave her a beating. After, the angels disappeared from the light bulbs and she was
afraid again.
They drove past the Williams Air Base. She looked up at the sky to see if
anybody was practicing on the jets, but there was nobody out.

II.
Lee had been wronged by all types of people all his life, so it was a pleasant
surprise when a pretty girl pulled over for him and offered to drive him partway to
Phoenix. There was something strange about her, sure, but her dark hair was nicely done
up and her lips were the exact amount of fullness that he preferred in women.
He did his best to enjoy some conversation on the drive, but the girl mostly
ignored him. It wasn’t stuck-upness, though, that kept her from talking, but something
else. He would have gotten angry if he thought she was stuck-up. He wouldn’t have just
sat there chatting away. Mostly she’s just young, he said to himself. Probably she hasn’t
met many strangers.
From the worn dress she was wearing and the age of the truck, Lee guessed she
didn’t come from money. Ranch hands, maybe. But she obviously cared enough to keep
herself clean and nice-looking. Sweet Chrissie. Prom Queen Chrissie.
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“I hope my daughters turn out like you,” he said, tapping the handle of his mug.
“Mary and Susan. Little firecrackers.” They’d pulled over at a diner on Baseline to get
some refreshment before parting ways. He rubbed his cheek with his right hand and
wondered where he might stop off and shave before he saw his family again. “You seem
like a nice girl. Probably real popular at school, huh?”
Chrissie laughed and again Lee had the feeling that something about this girl was
not quite right, not in the regular sense. He’d been shocked when she took off her
sunglasses at how dark her eyes were, almost black. “There’s nobody much to be popular
with,” she said. “Except if you count your own relatives.”
Lee took a sip of his coffee. It was burnt. “I’m from a small town myself, so I
know how it is. It’s hard when you’re young, but one day you’ll be wishing you could go
back. Trust me. I left home at sixteen and every day I wish I could go back there.” He
wanted to add sugar to his coffee but was afraid what the girl might think of him.
Probably her brother was a big hulking guy. “You having a celebration tonight? For your
brother and all?”
“Not much. I guess my grandmother will make dinner, but that’s usual.” She
stirred her straw around in her coke until she’d built up a little whirlpool of ice and liquid.
The waitress, Eugenia, stopped at their booth. She had curled hair piled high on
top of her head and elaborate costume jewelry on like she was about to go to a party.
“Anything else I can bring you two?” She winked at Lee and he gave her a smile in
return. She wasn’t his type, but some women were just drawn to him. It’d been a problem
between him and Linda, even though she never had anything much to worry about.

57

“You want anything to eat, Chrissie?” he asked.
The girl shook her head and took a sip of her drink, placing her lips right on the
edge of the glass instead of going from the straw.
“No Eugenia, nothing else for my daughter. And I guess I’m all set too.” He tried
winking at Chrissie as the waitress walked away, but it didn’t feel right and he hoped she
hadn’t noticed.
She put her drink down. “How old are your daughters?” It was the first question
she’d asked him, and he felt proud of himself for having warmed her up. She was just
young, exactly like he’d thought.
“Four and seven,” he said. “Of course, I haven’t seen them in years. I’ve had to
travel for my work, you know, and it’s taken a toll on my personal life.”
“Personal life,” she repeated, as if she were trying to work something out.
“Yes,” he agreed. “It’s hard for a man sometimes to make a living and keep a
personal life. That’s why you should appreciate where you are now. Your grandmother
making dinner and your brother coming home. These are special moments. Believe me.”
She looked up from her drink. “And one day I’ll have a family of my own.” It was
said like a challenge.
“Of course you will, a nice girl like you. You’ll have daughters of your own, just
like I do.”
She smiled smugly and leaned back in the booth.
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This is good, he thought. Good practice for when my girls are teenagers.
Everyone says that’s the hardest part, but me and the Prom Queen get along famously.
“You’re careful, of course,” he said, pretending again that he was her father, “about the
types of boys you let take you out?”
“I told you.” She acted annoyed, but Lee thought it was only an act. “There’s
hardly any boys in Queen Creek that aren’t related to me.”
“All for the best.” He stretched his arms over his head and felt the pain in his right
shoulder where Mitch had managed to get a good grip on him. “Dating’s not the same as
when I was your age. Even then, though, it wasn’t like before. I’m talking about real
romance. Like dancing. You dance?”
She shook her head.
“See? Fifty years ago you would have had boys asking real polite to fill your
dance card. And not the dancing like is done today. Sophisticated dancing.”
She laughed again, and the sound made Lee think of something else he couldn’t
place.
“You laugh, but dancing used to be a sign of sophistication if you think about it.
Something only humans can do. A sign of the spirit.” He rested his arms over the back of
the booth.
“I knew a parrot once who could dance.”
He paused, then shook his head. “Anyway, the world’s gone to hell, truly.”
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“It’s probably always been that way.” She shrugged and took another drink from
her glass.
For the first time Lee felt truly sorry for the girl. For her small life and the ugly
relatives she was forced to hang around until she was old enough to get somewhere
different. “There are still good people such as yourself, though, who will give a stranger a
ride into town. That’s something, right?” He dug into his front shirt pocket and brought
out some change for the drinks. “Come on, you’re grandmother’s probably worried by
now.”
“Probably. I always wanted to go to New York or Los Angeles, but she never
would let me. Says cities are just pockets full of sin.” Sliding out of the booth with her
knees jutting from her skirt she looked suddenly childish, and Lee felt another pang for
her.
“Well, she’s right. There are bad people out there, especially for a girl like you.”
They walked out of the diner, a little bell in the ceiling signaling their exit. It was
a relief, somehow, when she put her sunglasses back on and he couldn’t see those lovely
black eyes looking him over. When they arrived at the truck he lowered the tailgate and
put his bag on the bed with a little magician’s flourish.
“You remember I said earlier about how nothing comes for free?”
Chrissie glanced back at the diner and took a step away, which he noticed but
didn’t say anything about.
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“Well, you did me a good turn by picking me up today. I was shit out of luck back
there in the desert alone, to be honest with you and please excuse my language. But you
got me to where I can get home to my girls safely.” He unzipped the bag with as much
drama as he could and motioned for Chrissie to come closer. “So as your rightful
payment, you can have anything in here you please. Anything that’s left of my earthly
possessions.”
She peered into the bag and suddenly Lee felt a strange shyness, like his naked
body was spread out for inspection. With one of her small, suntanned hands she reached
out to explore the bag’s contents, but Lee raised his hand. “Allow me.”
The first thing he pulled out was a Barbie dressed in a bright coat and hounds
tooth checked skirt. “For my girls,” he explained. “Although, of course you’re welcome
to have it, if you want.” He set the Barbie on the tailgate and pulled out an arrowhead, a
deck of cards, a souvenir belt buckle, and a flashlight with an orange handle, telling a
little story for every object so as to make it seem more personal and valuable.
He began to regret his gesture of thanks when he was getting to the bottom of bag
and she had yet to choose anything. Pulling out a few of his old t-shirts to see if there was
anything else, he revealed the handle of a small silver gun that he’d hidden at the bottom.
“That,” she said, pointing to it.
The gun was a cheap, close-range model Mitch had given him in case they got
into trouble. He’d forgotten he still had it. “I don’t think so,” he said, but she reached into
the bag and took it out anyways. He realized the offer of a gift had been a bad idea.
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“That’s not a toy. You could hurt yourself.” Her grip on the gun was tight, but he saw
that the safety was on and so he wasn’t too worried.
“I know,” she said. “I know how to use a gun. My brother taught me.”
Lee felt the heat surrounding him and getting into his blood. He knew he was too
much of a coward to go back on his promise to Chrissie, and he felt ashamed of the way
he’d gotten himself to where he had to bow and scrape to a little girl or else get angry
with her and lose face. He took a deep breath, which he’d heard somewhere was
supposed to clear the brain. “Well, this wasn’t what I had in mind. But sure, keep it. Just
be careful.”
She smiled. “I’m always careful. You have to be, all the way out in the country
like we are.”
He was suddenly eager to get away from this girl who could use a gun and was
always careful. Walking away, he tipped his hat to her like he’d practiced in the mirror
the first day he bought it. She laughed, and again he tried to place the sound, something
like a hawk screeching from far away. Yes, he thought, that’s it exactly. He was glad to
say goodbye.
After hitching for a half hour, he managed to get a ride into Phoenix proper with
an old man in a Mercedes who insisted on smoking with all the windows rolled up tight
and taking several long detours for reasons he wouldn’t say. Sometimes the old man
would slow down to a crawl and Lee would beat time on his knees to express his
frustration. “I’ve got to get home to my girls,” he said once. He had to yell for the old
man to hear him.
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“We’ve all got to get home,” the man responded. “That doesn’t make you any
different from me.”
Eventually, Lee found it easier just to close his eyes so he couldn’t see how slow
they were going and by what wrong turns. When he did, he saw Chrissie and thought
about how she probably wouldn’t ever make it out of her grandmother’s house. By that
time her laugh had faded from his ears and all that was left of her were her smallish,
perfect lips.
It’s good I gave her the gun, he thought. A girl on her own should have a way of
protecting herself. When he considered it like this he felt upright and fatherly. Good thing
she ran into me and not somebody else, he said to himself. Who knows what might have
happened otherwise. He decided to have a talk with Mary and Susan about keeping
themselves safe. Linda could never seem to use her brain properly and she probably
hadn’t ever warned the girls about strangers and such.
By the time the old man pulled his rickety Mercedes to a stop only three blocks
from the house, Lee was so filled with his own integrity and strength that he fairly sprang
from the car.

III.
Driving back to Queen Creek, Chrissie thought over her changed circumstances.
With a gun as well as a truck it didn’t seem like she needed much else. She decided she
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would go back to the convenience store, fill up on free gas, and then to the house to wait
for her brother. After that, she could go anywhere she wanted.
The desert was beautiful with the sun setting, all lavender and rose dust and sunsoaked creosote. She knew it was beautiful, but it didn’t feel any different than if she was
looking at a postcard, and she wished she could be inside the beauty so small and distant
that her presence was a secret. Or, even better, to see herself in the postcard and be inside
it at the same time. There I am, she would say, how beautiful, how lucky to be there in
that place.
It wasn’t until she was almost home that she saw the flashing lights in her
rearview mirror—a small car following close behind. She moved the gun from the
passenger’s seat to her lap, put on the blinker, and took her time slowing down and
pulling over to the side of the highway. She relaxed when she saw that the person who
got out of the car was a boy she went to high school with.
“Hey,” he said. “What you running from, Chrissie?”
She laughed. “You’re a deputy now, Hal?”
“In training, yep.” He cracked his knuckles. “I heard your brother’s back tonight.
I guess for the funeral?” Rocking backward, he gazed down at the road. “I’m sorry about
your grandmother by the way.”
Chrissie looked out the front windshield, wondering how she might get out the
fastest. “Thanks. Hey, I’ve got to get going. You giving me a ticket?”
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He smiled. “Well, I guess I might. You know, your brother used to say things
about you. I guess I did always wonder if they were true.”
She watched the bugs swarming in the headlights. “You know better than to trust
anything he says.”
“Well, sure. But some of it must have been the truth.”
She thought he might be blushing, and her hatred for him outgrew the size of her
body. He waved some hair out of his eyes and tried the truck door. As it began to open,
Chrissie grabbed the inside handle and pulled it closed again.
“Come on, Chrissie. Jesus. I just want to talk.” She wasn’t as strong as him, and
after a short struggle he got the door open and pulled her out of the truck.
Shooting a man wasn’t like she had thought it would be. There wasn’t any blood,
or at least none that she could see over his dark shirt. He stumbled back after the first shot
and laid himself carefully down on the asphalt, eyes closed, like he was going to take a
nap. She got fully out of the truck, stood over him, and shot him again. This time, she
was able to see clearly the way his body jerked simultaneously with the pressure she felt
on the trigger and with the pop of the gun. It’s not that big of a deal after all, she thought,
and wondered about dragging his body away before realizing she couldn’t even be
bothered.
As she returned the gun to the passenger’s seat and twisted the keys in the ignition
she decided it was best this way. She would never go home. She would start immediately,
living on the road and picking up strange men, opening her legs to them whenever she
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wanted and shooting them whenever she didn’t. The silence in the desert air was playing
itself out like a song. There’s a peace in living simply, she thought, her hands resting on
the wheel.

IV.
The sun was down by the time Lee arrived at his ex-wife’s house, but it was still
hot and walking the three blocks had gotten him slick with sweat. He took his shirt off
and used it as a rag to dry his head and neck, then took a fresher shirt from his bag and
put that on, balling up the wet one and tossing it into an alley. He wouldn’t need it
anymore. He would get new clothes tomorrow, maybe after dropping the girls off at
school.
The house was just as Lee had imagined: small, with a little brown lawn and a
blue door. He checked the mailbox—empty—and walked up the thin curving pathway
that led to a porch area sectioned off by a brick ledge. Dropping his bag to the ground, he
noticed a small frog sculpture sitting in the corner where the front door and the brick wall
came together. It had giant eyes coming out of the top of its head and the body was
lopsided and unevenly painted, but there was also a certain frogness that was
unmistakable and impressive. Wouldn’t that be something, Lee thought, if one of my
daughters turned out to be an artist.
Standing in front of the sculpture, he began coughing uncontrollably. He tried to
be quiet so nobody inside would hear, but the effort made tears roll down his face. While
his body was convulsing with the sudden attack, Lee noticed the peephole in the front
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door. The feeling that Linda was standing there watching him sputter and cry like an idiot
became overwhelming, and he forced himself to take a few deep, wheezing breaths. His
coughing slowed and he wiped the tears from his face. His eyes would be red now, but he
could only hope the girls wouldn’t notice.
When he pressed the button at the side of the door he heard a little tune play clear
as day on the other side. Nobody answered. He waited a minute and then began knocking,
lightly at first and then louder. After a while, he walked around to one of the side
windows, but it was shuttered and there wasn’t anything to see.
He went down the length of the house and found an old gate separating the
driveway from the backyard. Locating the latch easily enough, he swung it open and went
through, and in the back he found a window that didn’t have its blinds drawn. It was
difficult to see inside, though, with the streetlight bouncing off the glass. He pressed his
hands to the window and by peering through at the right angle he was able to get a bit of
hallway and a glimpse into one of the bedrooms.
Inside there was nothing. No furniture, no framed pictures on the wall, nothing
but bare white, as if nobody had ever been there at all.
Lee bound his hands up into fists and punched the wall of the house, the bricks
opening up a bit of skin at his knuckles. He clutched his hand and spit at his feet, then sat
on the front step of the walkway and examined the brown grime sticking to the blood at
the base of his fingers.
His family was gone, but for some reason all he could think about in his pain was
the girl Chrissie who had given him a ride. Her face flashed across his brain and he felt
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that the whiteness of the empty rooms was her fault. She’d taken advantage of him in a
way he couldn’t see clearly but that he knew would make Linda laugh at him if she ever
found out. “Bitch, bitch, bitch.” He said it over and over. Sucking the blood from his
knuckles, he realized he would probably never see his daughters again.
He climbed onto the porch wall, closed his eyes, and it only took a few minutes
before he was able to put the realization from his mind. Things will turn around, he said
to himself. They always do. Back and forth, around and around, and all a person needs to
do is wait for the next song. A neighbor’s face peeked out from the blinds of the house
across the street, so Lee jumped down from the wall and laid himself out behind it with
his bag under his head. A voice would come through the static tomorrow, he was certain,
and in the light of morning he would know which way to go.
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CHAPTER 5
ADAMANT
The children gathered in the hotel bar to discuss what should be done about their mother.
Marion Flory was three days dead, having been crushed by a two-thousand pound
granite bathtub that fell through the second-story of the family home and into the living
room below where she had been watching television and then, suddenly, not watching
television.
In the ensuing hours, each of the three children had asked their father, Martin,
what their mother had been viewing at the time of her death, and he explained three times
that it was hard to say, since he hadn’t gotten home from golf until early evening and the
disturbance that the neighbors reported as a “distant thundering” had occurred at some
point midmorning. When he arrived, though, an old episode of Baretta had been on. The
fact of the television continuing to play after their mother was dead bothered each of the
children, but none of them said anything else about it.
“We’re very late getting here,” said Alanna. She was the oldest of the three, and
she sat on a velvet stool with her legs crossed, a drink resting on her thigh.
Teddy was across from her on the couch. He shifted in his seat and took a sip of
wine. “Well, I couldn’t help it. I came as quick as I could.”
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“We all did.” Macey rolled an olive around in her mouth. She was a recovering
alcoholic, five years sober, but she didn’t mind being in bars as long as she could get a
little bowl of olives to eat as the others had their drinks

“Well, we’re here now,

anyway, and we need to make a plan.” Alanna didn’t expect Teddy or Macey to speak
during her pause, and they didn’t. “We have to take care of dad. He’s gone through a
serious trauma, and I think we all need to band together to help him get through it.”
“Sure,” said Teddy. “We’ll just form a circle and lift him up in prayer. That’s
worked for lots of men who’ve had their wives flattened by falling slabs of granite.”
Alanna took a sip of her drink, trying to hide the fact that she was starting to cry.
She found it frustrating to have her adult beliefs continually mocked by a younger brother
who still wore flip-flops outside of the pool.
Macey used a toothpick to deliver another olive to her mouth. “You’re such an
asshole, Teddy.”
They both pretended not to see Alanna’s tears, though Teddy coughed a little to
acknowledge his mistake. “Do we have anything planned for the funeral?” Being the first
to speak was another acknowledgment.
“No.” Alanna patted the area beneath her eyes with the pad of her ring finger and
then, as if she had just finished eating something sweet, licked away the concealer that
had transferred there.
“Don’t lick your hands, Alanna.” Macey handed her a bar napkin. “You just got
off an airplane.”
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Alanna lifted her shoulders and obligingly wiped her finger on the napkin. Macey
and Teddy noticed for the first time that she looked very tired. “They’re clean. I just
washed them.”
“Well, they’re not clean anymore. So what about the funeral?”
“Dad said he has everything arranged, but I don’t know what that means.”
Macey laughed. “That means we have a lot of work to do.” Alanna smiled and
Teddy started calculating how much time he might reasonably ask off work if things were
as bad as they thought.
Martin was a good parent, but he was not a practical one, and his children had
learned a long time ago not to rely on him for logistical help of any kind. His own father
had made a fortune in manufacturing, so as a child Martin never had cause to develop any
nuanced sense of what was realistic or usual. As an adult, it was not Martin but Marion
who handled all the bills and investments, who arranged their travel and planned the kids’
activities and decided where to make the annual donations. Not that Martin had been
idle—he’d gone to rigorous schools and worked as a professor of applied mathematics
for thirty years at the nearby college—but his children had good reason to fear that he
would not know what to do now that his wife was dead.
Alanna, Macey, and Teddy went from the hotel to the house all together, together
being the only way they could imagine walking into the place where they had grown up,
now shattered and ruined. Their father let them in through the side entrance since nobody
was allowed to use the front one until a contracting crew had come to fix the damage.
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Martin embraced them each in a long hug that left them in tears. When he pulled
away, though, they could see that his own eyes were clear. “I know,” he said. “I know.”
Macey was letting the tears fall down her cheeks unimpeded, Alanna was pressing her
lower lash line with a napkin she’d found in her purse, and Teddy was blubbering
slightly. Martin kept repeating, “I know, I know,” until they had succeeded in regaining
control of their emotions. What is it you know? the children wanted to ask.
Alanna, having collected herself before the other two, became busy examining the
house and her father, searching both for signs of damage. Martin was wearing the same
button down and slacks that he always wore, only now they were wrinkled and creased.
“Where’s Sonia?” she asked, always the first to forge ahead. Even when they went skiing
as kids—Alanna terrified at the crest of the mountain, Macey and Teddy behind her,
yelling at her to go—even then, the three of them had abided by the unspoken law that
Alanna would always go first.
“Oh,” said Martin, “she went to visit her family in Oregon. I told her there’s no
use in keeping house when it looks like everything’s been struck by a meteor.”
Teddy and Macey glanced at each other across their father’s eye-line. He
intercepted their meaning and patted both on the shoulders. “It’s fine. It’s easier being
here alone. I’m sorry it’s all in a shambles, though. But we can still look. You’ll want to
see, I know.”
They did want to see, and so the three of them followed Martin through the dark,
expensively decorated house to the front living room where there was still caution tape
marking off the gaping wound in the ground. “Look. It smashed right through the carpet.”
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They were quiet, staring down at the shards of broken foundation and looking for places
where the threads of the rug had been torn from each other. The bathtub wasn’t there. It
had been carted off to a dumpsite somewhere.
“How could this happen?” said Teddy. “Weren’t there supports? Who’s going to
pay for all this?”
Martin clasped his hands together. “There’s a lawsuit underway already. I didn’t
want to do it. Your mother wasn’t a litigious person, but Wade wouldn’t hear of anything
else. Even though it’s my fault, really. And I told him that.”
The children made protesting noises but Martin didn’t indulge them. “Your
mother and I went to a psychic the last time we were in Rome. I was the one who wanted
to go, not your mother—you know how loyal she was to Delphine. Anyway, this old
woman told your mother that she was going to die peacefully in her bathtub. Well,
Marion, she immediately said that if she was going to die in her bathtub then we’d better
get an upgrade. She found this one as soon as we got back to the States, all carved out of
the same piece of black Brazilian granite. It was beautiful.”
“You can’t blame yourself,” said Macey.
Teddy put his hand over his forehead and began massaging his temples.
Their father seemed already to be thinking of something else, and Alanna was
wondering whether the psychic had made any other predictions. “You shouldn’t give
money to those people,” she said. “They’re all charlatans, I’ve told you both before.”
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Martin didn’t answer, and they were forced once more to look down at the
massive hole in the ground. A vision intruded into each of the children’s minds, a picture
of their father coming inside from the sunshine of the golf course, letting his eyes adjust,
discovering what had happened. They watched with excruciating clarity as he sniffed the
air, full of dust and plaster haze. They saw him peer over the blackness newly formed in
the living room floor, stepping over the rubble and shouting through the house for his
wife of forty-seven years, already dead and buried.
Finally, Martin spoke again. “I’ve been trying to wrap my mind around it,” he
said. “How the world could manage not to lose mass when we lost your mother. I can’t
understand it.”
“For Christ’s sake, Dad.” Teddy stepped away. “I can’t be in here.”
Martin gestured to the door and his children followed him out in silence through
the wood-paneled halls and into the den. Once there, he took a seat on his old leather
chair and crossed one leg over the other. His slacks rode up on one side against his ankle
and the three of them could see he wasn’t wearing any socks.
Teddy leaned against the wall opposite his father. “You should come back to the
hotel with us. Until we can work everything out.” He meant, until we can sell the place
and install you somewhere more appropriate.
“Teddy.” It was Alanna who spoke, but policing their brother was more than a
habit for both of the sisters. It was a lifelong practice that made them, even Teddy, feel
more at ease.

74

Martin looked up at the ceiling. “No, I don’t think I’ll leave. There have been
break-ins on this street for the past few months. You know the Graeters? They were only
in Carmel for a weekend and Tom’s entire record collection was stolen.”
Alanna and Teddy helped themselves to drinks from their father’s malachite bar
cart, a gift from Martin’s mother when he was granted tenure at the college.
“But you don’t have a record collection dad. What you have is a high-tech home
security system.” Macey put her hand on the back of her father’s chair. “Nothing’s going
to happen.” All three leaned forward at this moment, ready to comfort him, to touch him,
to say silly platitudes people say about death, but for the first time in their lives their
father seemed intent on taking care of things by himself.
“I know nothing will happen, Macey, because I’ll be right here like I’ve always
been. Do you want a drink, sweetheart? No, no, I remember.”
Alanna sat down on a loveseat that looked familiar but strange. “Did mom have
this reupholstered?” She smoothed the dark red fabric with one hand.
“Mmm. Maurice Fischer always did all your mother’s textile work. He called a
few days ago with his condolences.”
Alanna laughed. She’d had sex with Maurice Fischer’s son on this very couch,
back when it was a bluish color, she was an atheistic teenager, and Jeremy Fischer was
under three hundred pounds.
“What’s funny?” Macey was getting impatient, and so was Teddy. They should
have accomplished something by now. There should have been more tears, something
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important said or planned or remembered. Both of them blamed Alanna for this lack of
productivity. She was still stroking the arm of the couch and giggling.
“Are you drunk?” said Macey. “Do you have a drinking problem?” It was the
same set of questions Alanna had posed to Macey a little over ten years ago.
Alanna laughed harder, then she began snorting and put both hands over her
mouth to hide it like she always did, even when they were children. “I do,” she said,
when she could breathe again. “I most definitely have some sort of problem.”
“We all have a problem,” said Teddy. “We have to get something done. We have
to schedule the funeral. Make the arrangements.”
“Didn’t I tell you?” Martin looked at Teddy as if he was a stranger who had just
walked in uninvited. The look was unsettling and made them all wonder whether their
father had always been like this or if their mother’s death had really changed him so
quickly. “I’ve done all that. There’s an announcement coming out in the paper tomorrow.
The funeral’s set for this Saturday. I’ve made all the calls. Your aunt Claire can’t come
because Alfred just had that knee surgery, but everyone else will be here: the cousins,
Jocelyn and Gary, the kids, the people from St. Jude. Alanna, I thought I told you all
this.”
Alanna, sobered, stood and walked to Martin’s chair. She kneeled beside him.
“You told me you had it all planned, dad, but you didn’t say the details. Should we
handle the flowers? Do we have a nice picture of mom to display at the ceremony?”
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He waved his hand. “Yes, yes, it’s all done. Shirley’s daughter-in-law is a florist,
you know that. And I have exactly the picture to use.”
“No,” said Macey. “Absolutely not that one.”
Their father smiled for the first time since they’d arrived. “Yes, of course that
one.”
His favorite picture of their mother was taken nearly twenty years ago, on
Marion’s fiftieth birthday. The two of them had been on a ferry going out to the San Juan
Islands, and the picture was so overexposed and the sky so gray that Marion’s face was
nearly impossible to make out. Her eyes were dark black smudges, tiny crescent moons.
It was widely agreed to be a terrible photograph, but Martin loved it and insisted on
having it specially framed.
“It’s not okay,” said Macey. “You can’t even see her.”
“It won’t look good, dad,” Alanna added, but he had returned to gazing at the
ceiling.
“It will look how it looks,” he said, his head resting on the back of the chair.
“Which reminds me about the presentation.” He sat up and leaned forward. “You know
that your mother was very decided about the way she liked things, and she specified in
her will that there should be an open casket at her funeral. She was very traditional that
way.” He frowned, began to speak, and then stopped again.
“But that’s out of the question,” Teddy volunteered. “Wasn’t she, sort of, done
in?”
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There was an uncomfortable silence then, Alanna and Macey both wondering
whether to chastise their brother for being insensitive or to wait and possibly find out
what exactly had happened to their mother’s body.
“Yes,” said Martin. “I guess you could say that. The firemen said there was
nothing left of her, not to speak of, anyway. But I’ve been determined to honor your
mother’s wishes in every manner, and I think I’ve found an answer.” His eyes were
bright now. “A friend from my college years, Noel Holmgren, is a very talented sculptor.
Based in London. He does amazing lifelike pieces for museums and things, and he’s
agreed to work on an installation representing your mother, so we’ll have something to
display at the funeral.”
“An installation?” Teddy looked to his sisters for help, but they were both staring
at a distant wall. “What does that even mean?”
“Look,” said Martin. “I know it’s not usual, but it’s going to be wonderful, I
promise you. What he does is, well, he forms the body out of clay and takes a mold of the
figure. Then he rebuilds the sculpture with a fiberglass mixture that he’s patented
himself. They’re very lifelike. Very beautiful. He’s at work on it already.”
Macey laughed, and Teddy and Alanna began to cry again. “This is insane,”
Alanna said.
Martin looked at each of the children in turn, searching them for understanding.
“Look. I know it’s not the best option. I know it’s not what we would have hoped for. But
your mother—” He, too, was crying now, but for the first time. “Your mother was very
specific about what she wanted. I’ve been trying my best to give her that, and this is what
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I’ve come up with.” He paused. “Noel has come from London just for us, for your
mother, and he’s brought all his supplies.” He folded his hands together to stop them
shaking, laid his head back on the cushion of the chair.
Finally, the children had their chance to say something comforting, but somehow
they couldn’t bring themselves to do so. Teddy sat down on the floor and stretched out on
the carpet, his hands by his sides, his face calm. Macey and Alanna followed, Alanna
slipping out of her shoes and then smoothing her skirt as she lay on her back. On the
ground, Macey practiced flexing and pointing her feet like she used to do in ballet class.
She thought about how it might look to someone from the outside—her father crying in
an old armchair and three grown people laid out around him as if they’d been
simultaneously struck down by a higher power.
She fell asleep at some point, and when she woke Teddy was in the corner talking
softly on the phone to his wife and Alanna was curled up in the chair where their father
used to be, her eyes closed and her mouth clenched as if she was making an effort not to
talk in her sleep. Macey caught Teddy’s eye. “Let’s go,” she said. Teddy gently grabbed
hold of Alanna’s ankle to wake her up and the three of them filed out of the house trying
to make as little sound as possible, even though their father’s ears were not good and
there was no risk of him hearing anything as he lay in the guest bedroom on the other side
of the house.
By Friday, all of Martin’s plans had been confirmed by one or another of the
children, and so they felt relatively confident that a funeral of some type would occur on
Saturday. Teddy’s wife and Alanna and Macey’s husbands and children were flying out
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in the morning. Noel Holmgren had spent the past week closeted in some rented studio
space and Martin sent the children periodic text updates about his friend’s progress. “It’s
looking quite lifelike at this point,” the last one read. “Very much like your mother.”
That afternoon, the three of them waited for their father at the funeral home for a
last-minute review of everything to take place the next day. Martin was late, which was
unsurprising, and so they stood around the foyer. Alanna had just hung up from a call
with Shirley’s daughter-in-law to confirm again about the flowers. “She sounded
annoyed,” Alanna said. “Implied that most of her customers didn’t call so much. But
lilies are right, aren’t they?” She stared into her phone, considering another call. “Mom
said white roses, because she and dad had them at their wedding, but I don’t think she’d
mind having lilies there as well. It’s traditional.”
Macey and Teddy didn’t bother answering. Teddy was wondering about what had
happened to his mother’s engagement ring when the bathtub had fallen. “Do you think
marble would crush a diamond?” he asked.
“I don’t know.” Macey was twirling her long hair, which she had refused to cut
even though Alanna once said that it made her look desperate. “I was wondering the same
thing. I guess we can’t ask dad.”
Alanna had decided that a mix of lilies and roses would be fine, and she put her
phone back in her purse. “I wouldn’t ask. I don’t think I want to know. Would you want
it, even if it had survived?”
“No,” said Teddy. “No, I guess not. I wasn’t thinking of it like that.” Macey
nodded.
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In fact, all three of them had been having the same nightmare since their mother
died, although they never shared it with each other and so there was no way of
commiserating. In the dream, Marion was wearing her tennis clothes and walking through
the kitchen swinging her racquet case. “Why are there always dishes in the sink?” she
said. It was a rhetorical question, and the dreamers didn’t answer. She put her racquet on
the counter and carefully removed her wedding ring, placing it in the decorative soap dish
that was always empty except when she was doing dishes.
And that was it, the whole of the dream—it couldn’t even be qualified as a
nightmare, except that their mother was dead and it disturbed each of them so much that
on waking they immediately checked their phones to make sure that everyone else in the
world wasn’t also dead. Macey was just about to ask the others what they should do with
the rest of their mother’s jewelry when their father walked through the sliding doors of
the funeral home with Noel Holmgren.
Martin was wearing a suit and had obviously taken pains to look presentable for
his old friend, but his eyes seemed unfocused and Teddy wondered if they shouldn’t
schedule him an optometrist appointment while they were in town. Martin made the
introductions between Noel and the children, and Noel shook hands with each of them
and offered his sympathies for their mother’s passing. He had a slight accent that none of
them could place. He wore glasses, and both he and Martin smelled like cigar smoke.
“What Noel’s done,” Martin said, “is just a piece of art, really. I can’t thank you
enough.” Noel made a little bowing motion and Martin went on. “He showed me the final
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product yesterday and I wanted you three to have a chance for a private viewing as well. I
think I’ll stay out here and let you have a moment. Noel will explain everything to you.”
Noel held his arm out toward the sanctuary and the three children followed him to
a side-door that he unlocked with a key from his pocket. He didn’t open the door. “Now,
this may be shocking,” he said. His voice was deep and soft, and his manner didn’t seem
contrived or put-on but somehow utterly appropriate. “I can assure you I worked on this
project with full respect and feeling for all of you and what you’re going through.
Unfortunately, though, an exact likeness just isn’t possible. I don’t know how much your
father explained to you about how I work.”
None of them offered any information, so he went on.
“I started with a rather generic figure that fit your mother’s approximate
measurements, and then I worked from a series of pictures that your father gave me,
using a mixture of clay and some synthetic materials to make the surface features as close
to a likeness as possible. The photographs your father provided me with were taken from
as many angles as he could find, naturally, but of course they weren’t as good as a threedimensional scan would have been. As I’ve said, it may be shocking to see something so
like your mother but also unlike her, so please don’t worry if you have a negative
reaction. I won’t be offended.”
He opened the door and reached inside to turn on the light. The room was small,
with a few mismatched vases resting on a sideboard. To one end of the room their
mother’s cherry coffin rested on a long table. “I’ll leave you alone, now. We’ll be just
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outside when you’re done.” He closed the door. Naturally, Alanna was the first to step up
to the coffin’s side, and what she saw there left her unable to breathe.
In the coffin lay an exact replica of her mother, down to the smallest detail.
Marion was in her favorite blue suit, the one that she’d insisted on wearing to all three of
her children’s weddings, even though it was old and such a loud color that they were
secretly embarrassed of it. Her pearl earrings were safely nestled in her earlobes, sagging
down slightly as they had done in her later years. Alanna bent closer over the body and
was surprised when her breath moved a wisp of Marion’s hair, which was the perfect
shade of brown and cut in the clean bob she had favored ever since she’d had children.
The eyelashes looked natural and the eyebrows were exactly right—the left one
stretching out past the outside corner of her eye just a little too far. The pores on her chin
were visible, even though someone—Noel—must have covered them with makeup and
powder. She was wearing mauve lipstick that revealed her lips’ delicate creases, like a
spider’s web, and little, almost invisible hairs had been painstakingly applied to the area
around her mouth, giving her a warm mammalian glow and suggesting that she might
wake up at any minute and ask for something to eat.
Alanna motioned for Macey and Teddy to join her, and in silence the three of
them investigated this new mother, so exactly like the old one. It was wonderful, what
Noel had achieved—just as their father had promised. It was also disturbing, as Noel had
warned them it might be. Until this moment, they’d believed that their mother had been
crushed completely in a single painless instant and that her body no longer existed in any
recognizable form. They had, they were only now realizing, taken a strange comfort from
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the completeness of that obliteration. And yet here was her body in the coffin before
them.
It was Teddy, and not Alanna this time, who actually touched the body first. The
coffin’s lower lid was closed so their vision of Marion ended at the waist. Teddy opened
the lid and saw that everything was just as it should be—their mother was wearing shoes
and stockings, her feet tucked neatly up against the end of the box. He took her left hand
in his and raised it slightly so that his sisters could see that, although the nails were
shaped and polished, there was no wedding ring on the fourth finger.
The absence of the ring was a good start, but somehow they still feared that the
mother from their dream might have somehow fused with this one to become real, and
that the ring would right now be sitting in a little soap dish in the kitchen at home. That
the body the firemen had scraped from the bottom of the bathtub had been the replica.
Teddy inspected the body’s manicure and noticed that the cuticles were discreet
slivers of skin at the base of the nails, perfectly pushed back and intact. Marion had
always been picking at the skin around her nails with her fingers and teeth, ripping away
at the dead parts sometimes until she bled. Growing up, Teddy thought Marion looked
chic doing this, standing around the pool with a drink in her hand and her teeth to her
nails, nibbling absentmindedly as one of his father’s colleagues tried to impress her.
Teddy knew boys weren’t supposed to want to be their mothers, but one time he tried
imitating her anyways. They were on their way to something in the car and Teddy put his
teeth to his fingertips. When Marion noticed, though, she looked at him and frowned.
“Teddy,” she said. “Why are you doing that? Are you unhappy about something?”
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He was still holding Marion’s left hand in his own when Macey remembered
about the airplane. She’d been five years old, begging her mother to let her stay up as late
as Alanna was allowed. Just before, Macey had been playing with a tiny toy airplane—
she’d ripped one of the wings off earlier and about an inch of wire was exposed. She
remembered screaming, remembered the feeling of blood rushing to her head, of mucous
smeared across her chin. When her mother came close, Macey threw the airplane at her
face. She missed, though, and the wire made a small but deep gash in the flesh of
Marion’s upper arm. Martin was at a conference, so Marion called the babysitter and
drove herself to the hospital for stitches. Macey wasn’t allowed to go, though she’d cried
for that as well.
When Marion got back, Macey was pretending to be asleep in bed because
Alanna had convinced her that their mother was very angry and would punish her
severely. Macey couldn’t remember now whether she had been punished or not, but
neither of them never mentioned the airplane incident again. She thought of it years later,
though, when she noticed that her mother still had the small white scar on her right arm.
Macey reached into the coffin and began to unhook her mother’s suit jacket. It
was difficult to get off, since the body was so stiff, but Alanna and Teddy both helped.
Teddy held the head up and Alanna stretched out the arms so Macey could pull the fabric.
When it was off, they saw that the fiberglass beneath the jacket hadn’t been covered in
the same skin-like substance that the face and hands had been—there wasn’t any white
scar, only smooth yellow surface, semi-translucent.
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Macey let out a breath of relief and Alanna nodded in agreement. Macey started
putting the jacket back on, but Alanna interrupted her and started to turn the body over.
Again, Teddy and Macey helped. Alanna took off the shoes and then unzipped and
removed the skirt and finally the panty hose. Beneath everything there was only that
same smooth yellowness that formed the general shape of the stomach and pelvis, hard
where it should have been soft, and achieving just the vaguest suggestion of a human
woman.
Alanna smiled. When she was nine she had learned from a classmate about
menstruation and immediately decided that she would never participate. She stopped
eating on the claim that her body could stay just the way it was. “Don’t you want to
grow?” said her father. She clenched her mouth and shook her head. After two days of
having eaten only a few smuggled cookies from the kitchen, Marion took Alanna by the
hand and they went together to her bedroom. “Watch,” she said.
She pulled her arms out of the sleeves of her nightgown and lifted the whole thing
over her head, then stepped out of her underwear and unlatched her bra so she was
entirely naked. “Don’t you want a body like this one day?” she asked. She ran her hand
along the modest curve of her waist, the rounded protrusion of her stomach. Her pubic
bone was covered with light brown hairs that traveled down to the tops of her legs and
her breasts hung heavily without the support of the old-fashioned brassiere she wore
religiously, even to bed. Alanna felt she should be disgusted, but she wasn’t. She realized
that her mother was beautiful—her mother knew it, and now Alanna knew as well. It was
a secret. “Yes,” she said, and her mother got dressed again and they went to the kitchen
for breakfast.
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“It’s not her,” said Alanna.
They re-dressed the figure with care, brushed the wig out with their fingers and
smoothed over the skin that had been distorted by the pressure of their hands. Alanna
wiped away a bit of blush that had ventured off the cheekbone, and the pink color came
away on her fingertip. She licked it off, Teddy closed the casket lid, and Macey turned
off the light as they left the room.
Noel and Martin were waiting for them in the foyer. “What did you think?”
Martin asked. He had his hands in his pockets and was shifting back and forth.
“It’s absolutely right.” Teddy patted his father on the back.
“Absolutely,” said Alanna.
Martin smiled. “I knew you would appreciate it. I just hope everything goes as
planned tomorrow. I hope it’s what your mother would have wanted.”
“Of course it will be.” Macey touched her father’s elbow. “Except that Alanna
ordered lilies, and mom was allergic.”
Alanna reached into her handbag for her phone. “No, she wasn’t. And you said
lilies were a good idea. They’re traditional.”
“She was allergic, I remember,” said Teddy. “It’s going to ruin everything.”
They walked back into the sunshine, the three of them debating the relative merits
of lilies and roses.
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As they went, Macey began to make a mental list against her mother. Macey
loved lilies but her mother was, indeed, allergic, so she conjured a bouquet of not-lilies
that the two of them could share. Marion liked dogs and had a terrier when she was
growing up, but Martin hadn’t wanted pets and so Macey’s childhood home was dogless.
She added the absence of a terrier to the space in her head, feeling the lack of pointed
ears and wiry fur brushing up against her skull. Marion had enjoyed a mixed drink every
night at five but had always been content with just the one. Macey added up all the drinks
she’d missed in the past five years and dropped into the pool of liquor the diamond ring
that had been so hard and impenetrable during Marion’s lifetime but that now had
acquired the consistency of air.
For the first time since Macey was home she began to feel not the weight of grief
but its inversion. All the absences in her head conspired to lift her up like a balloon, and
soon she felt herself rising above the others, watching from a distance as they made their
way across the street. Alanna was tugging at her jacket and still had a microscopic bit of
blush on her finger. Teddy was observing his feet hit the pavement, one after the other.
Martin and Noel were walking close to each other and talking, not quite arm in arm but
almost. A cloud passed across the sun and as their faces turned toward the sky Macey had
the strangest feeling that each one was in some way her child.
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CHAPTER 6
THE BABY
It was morning in the city, and Isaac was on his way to work, walking, head down, firmly
entrenched within a quickly moving crowd. He looked up, and that’s when he saw the
baby. The very next instant was when he fell in love. The fact that he caught a glimpse of
this particular baby at all was simply a matter of chance—one of those things where he
glanced over at just the right moment and saw the little blue knit cap bouncing up and
down above the shoulders of the people directly in front and to the left of him. The baby
had a round face, like babies do, and little lips that were puckered out and coated shiny
with drool. Its cheeks were glowing red, and it was riding in one of those backpacks-forbabies, arms and legs sticking straight out in front.
Isaac had heard of people falling in love with babies before, and he even
understood it to be fairly common, although he realized that in most cases people fell in
love with their own babies and not somebody else’s. He had the fleeting thought that this
might be his baby—but, no, it wasn’t possible. The baby, or actually, the man carrying
the baby, began moving more quickly, and when Isaac lost sight of them he panicked and
ran ahead, knocking a young professional woman off the sidewalk with his dark-suited
shoulder. Hey! She said, but he didn’t turn around to apologize, both because he didn’t
care and also because he had just regained sight of the baby and of the man carrying the
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baby. Jostling his way through the crowd, he closed the gap and again began walking at a
normal pace, just behind the man and just in front of the baby.
The baby didn’t have eyebrows, but, even so, its eyes were so wide that it
managed to look surprised. It was opening and closing its mouth, like it was eating, but it
wasn’t eating—it was making a sound over and over, like bopbopbop, barely audible
over the city-street noises but loud enough for Isaac to hear. The baby’s upper lip jutted
out farther than the lower, and its chin was so small that Isaac worried it might slip right
off, slide down its throat and onto the pavement, bop!
The man turned down another street, and so did the baby, and so did Isaac, and so,
also, did a number of other people who were presumably not interested in the baby at all.
Isaac realized he had been one of those crowd-people only a moment ago, but it seemed
hard to believe—hard to believe that he hadn’t always had this baby floating in front of
him, the two of them moving along, separate but together. He felt like life was finally
becoming beautiful, as he had always been promised it would. He felt like he might start
going back to church.
The man, the baby, and Isaac turned into a large office building with panes of
glass on all sides and expansive tile flooring reaching all the way to a marble front desk
where a security guard was sitting with his chin in his hand. The man with the baby
showed the guard an ID, and the guard loosed his chin just long enough to push a button
that let the man through a turnstile in the wall. The baby apparently did not need an ID,
because it went through the turnstile along with the man.
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Isaac walked up and smiled at the security guard, who did not smile back. “I
actually forgot my card today,” he said.
The guard’s face was a blank. “You can only get through with a valid company
ID.”
“Actually,” said Isaac, “my wife works here, and I’m just bringing her lunch—she
forgot it at home.”
Isaac and the security guard both looked down at Isaac’s slim briefcase, which
was unlikely to contain a lunch. “She’s a light eater,” Isaac said.
The security guard didn’t say anything, so Isaac smiled again and shrugged. “I’ll
just have her meet me outside, then.” He walked out of the building and back into the
crowds of people, stood on the sidewalk for a few minutes, and jogged across the street
and into a café, where he ordered a coffee and sat by the window so he would have a
good view when the man and the baby eventually came out.
The problem being, that the man and the baby didn’t come out. Or, if they did,
then Isaac didn’t see them. It’s true that he hadn’t gotten a good look at the man’s face
and that he couldn’t even say what the man had been wearing, aside from the backpack
and the baby. Even after the café closed and the homeless people began setting up their
bedding in the alcove of the office building Isaac waited. He waited on the sidewalk until
he had to leave or else risk missing the last train of the night.
The office building into which the man and baby had disappeared housed several
different companies—a corporate law firm, an insurance agency, and a publishing house
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specializing in academic textbooks. For a while, in the cafe, Isaac had tried Googling
some of the building’s employees—the ones whose names he could find listed—but he
soon realized that he would never know the man’s picture anyway, not without the baby
in it, as well.
In his apartment that night, Isaac began resigning himself to the fact that if he ever
saw the baby again it would not be because of anything he did on his own part.
Still, he wrote down everything he could remember of the baby, so as not to
forget later on. He wished he’d had the presence of mind to take a picture, because it had
only been a matter of hours since he’d fallen in love and yet he couldn’t recall with any
detail what the baby looked like. Just the surprised expression on its face and the generic
babyness of the winter-red cheeks and the little mittened hands.
He never told anyone about the baby—not even Erica—but neither did he stop
searching the crowds for its face, and every day for weeks he found a reason to walk by
the office building at least once, just in case.
Months later, he finally brought it up to one of his coworkers, a woman new to the
company who was named Lacy. The others called her Lazy Lacy, but Isaac didn’t mind
her.
“I saw the cutest baby today,” Isaac said. It sounded to his own ears like he was
reading from a script, but Lacy didn’t seem to notice.
“Really?” She was flipping through a fashion magazine that she tucked up her
skirt every time their account manager came into the room.
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“It was really little.”
“It?” Lacy laughed without looking up. “Babies aren’t things, Isaac. Boy or girl?”
Isaac was startled. He shook his head. “I don’t know. I mean, we didn’t really
meet. I just passed it on the street.”
She laughed again. “Well, what was it wearing?”
“I couldn’t see very well. It was in a backpack. But I think it had a knit hat, blue,
and white mittens, definitely.”
Again, she laughed, traced a picture of a handbag with her index finger, dog-eared
the page. “Blue means boy, Einstein.”
It offended Isaac that Lacy would say something like that—blue for boy.
The baby’s parents had probably given it a name, too, he realized.
Its name was probably Jack, or Liam. “Jack” or “Liam” would be embroidered on
a quilt right this very instant, and “Jack” or “Liam” might be crawling around on that
quilt, walking for the first time, or not walking for the first time.
Isaac hoped not walking. Isaac hoped the baby would crawl for years and years
and never say a word—just bopbopbopbop.
The parents would take it to specialists and infant psychiatrists, and the baby
would stupefy all who saw it with its perfection and aliveness. “Your baby is
astoundingly healthy,” they would say. “In fact, this baby casts doubt on the very nature
of the human condition. We question whether all other babies in the world might not be
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presenting with some illness that, comparatively, causes your baby’s health to seem a
deviation.”
The doctors would suggest that the baby be kept in a research hospital, so that its
beauty might be studied, recorded, and celebrated, and the parents would wrap the baby
in white blankets and say, “No, thank you,” and walk home, down the city streets,
unmistakably and inexplicably sweet-smelling to the people who passed them.
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CHAPTER 7
COLD
She was twenty-eight the winter she worked at the inn, but everyone thought she was
younger. That was a cold winter, and a long one, and in those days Cassie often found
herself huddled behind the front desk, pressing her hands against her neck to keep some
of the feeling in them. The paint was peeling off the tops of the walls and ceiling, and she
liked to lean back in her chair and try to divine some meaning from the patterns of decay
she saw above. Sometimes, if the upstairs guests were especially heavy-footed, the
plaster would drift down on her head in a snowy benediction. Even the next day she
would find little bits of white in her hair, which she counted for good luck. Most of her
hours at the inn were spent like this—waiting, thinking, trying to get warm.
She’d found the job online. The posting advertised for someone “clever, clean,
and bright,” to be paid fourteen dollars an hour. People often asked her why she worked
at an inn, and just as often she would lie and say that she had always had an inexplicable
interest in hospitality. She did have a college degree, but it was in anthropology. The
guests loved to revel in her foolishness. “Aha,” one of them had actually said. “That’s
what you get. You would have done much better to major in economics.” She couldn’t
disagree.
One time in January she and the guests had gotten snowed in for three days and
she was forced to sleep in one of the spare rooms between twelve-hour shifts. Most other
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nights she walked the two miles back to her mother’s house. She would take off her shoes
at the back door and step quietly to avoid her mother’s husband, Jim, who was always
hanging around, waiting to explain to her whatever sporting event had aired earlier that
day. Men talked to her at the inn, too—young men, old men, and in-between men.
Sometimes they asked her questions about herself, but mostly they would tell her things.
“How old are you?” This one was middle-aged and tall, an author of history
books, he said, and a professor. He was visiting the Boston-area colleges with his
daughter, who played volleyball and had overcome a congenital heart defect. “Twentytwo?”
“Yes,” Cassie answered. She didn’t know why she lied, except that it was
somehow easier and also she believed in giving the truth only to people who wanted it.
She offered him a grateful smile, which was meant to say, “How in the world could you
tell just by looking?”
He smiled back, a smile that meant, “I’ve been around the block a few times.” He
told her about his own twenty-second year, how he had worked three jobs, gotten his
heart broken, tried unsuccessfully to launch a landscaping business. Did she know that
she looked exactly like his first wife? He gave her a copy of Flaubert’s Parrot, saying he
thought she would enjoy it.
Talking to guests was funny, like being a ghost. Everything about her disappeared
from sight until she was only what they believed her to be. She receded into the edges of
the frame, fuzzy, but always she clutched one last bit of herself in her freezing palm
beneath the desk, scared that somebody might see it and make it theirs.

96

Every afternoon she tossed the coffee grounds into the garbage can and stowed
the maker under her desk. The inn’s owner, Ralph, hated having things out in plain sight,
because “sight is a conduit for desire, and desire is costly.” Meaning that if guests saw a
coffee maker, they would want coffee. Cassie didn’t bother pointing out that even if
guests didn’t see a coffee maker they could still want coffee, because Ralph didn’t like to
credit people with having imaginations. The thought made him anxious and set his eyes
to blinking.
Other things that might trigger guests’ expensive desires were flowers, an
excessive number of towels (more than one), music, and warmth. Ralph believed in a
bare-bones type of existence for his guests. He sold them two things: a roof over their
heads and the convenient proximity of that roof to popular downtown distractions.
Offering anything extra would amount to poor stewardship—a cardinal sin, he said, and
certainly a common one, these days.
Ralph’s ascetic leanings meant that the most significant part of Cassie’s job was
making excuses and apologizing. Guests on the first floor complained of the cold. Guests
on the fifth floor complained of the heat. It fell upon Cassie to explain that the building
was historic, that the old-timey radiators released the same amount of heat on each floor,
causing the first to be perpetually cold and the top to be perpetually stuffy, a small price
to pay for a building with such integrity and character. This eminently sensible
explanation did little to appease the ruffled individuals Cassie saw each night. Nobody
was ever happy.
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“I have a fucking baby,” one man said. He had a lilting Irish accent and his hair
was the color of hay on fire. “My baby couldn’t sleep. My woman couldn’t sleep.” His
face seemed to blur, he was so angry.
She was angry too. He may as well not be yelling at anyone right now, she
thought. He may as well be yelling at a wall.
Cassie left a note about the incident, but in the end he and his woman and the
baby had gone without too much fuss and nobody, least of all Ralph, cared if they’d lost a
night’s sleep that they had paid for with honest money. Sometimes the more tenacious
guests would call about refunds even after they had left. Then, too, Cassie took down
their messages with the unflappable air of competence that she had acquired four jobs
ago, when she had worked at a sports bar that trafficked mostly in hot wings and young
waitresses. If they kept calling back she would place them on endless holds until they
finally tired and went on to other things.
She underlined and capitalized and color-coded the messages she left for Ralph in
the hope of conveying some of the urgency and anger that was lost in translation when
she omitted the swear words the guests screamed into her ears. None of it worked,
though, because a word on the page is not the same as a voice over the phone, and neither
is as good as a person standing in front of you, their eyes looking into yours and asking
you why they could not sleep last night.
A few of the guests were hospital patients, coming in from the suburbs and rural
areas for treatment at the large, high-tech teaching hospital nearby. These guests were
privileged to receive a ten percent hospital discount for the totality of their stay.
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Unfortunately, however, the cancellation policy outlined in the reservation agreement
remained firm despite any one guest’s specific circumstances. Cassie learned this when a
woman called to cancel her room the day before she was due to arrive.
It was the woman’s sister, actually, who called. “Mary Lou hasn’t been well this
past week,” she said. Her voice was flat and neutral, like she had been telling the same
story all day. “The doctor running the trial said she can’t participate now that she’s no
longer in remission, so we need to cancel the room.”
“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Cassie said. She leant her head to the side so that the
phone was balanced between her ear and shoulder. It was an old-fashioned, clunky black
landline, the type with the cord that curls round and round and gets tangled if you twist it
up too much. “I’ll cancel your reservation immediately. Unfortunately, we do require
cancellations to be made forty-eight hours in advance of your first scheduled night with
us, so your deposit may be non-refundable.”
“Mary Lou’s not well,” continued the sister in the same monotone voice. “We
won’t be coming.”
Cassie felt the urge to make promises, to apologize, but all she said was, “I
understand. I’ll speak to the owner about your special circumstances and we’ll see what
we can do.” Cassie did speak to the owner about Mary Lou’s special circumstances, but
there was nothing else she could do. She called the sister back and told her they would be
keeping the deposit. The woman argued feebly, without crying, because, really, what was
one hotel bill compared with everything else?
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Cassie became depressed as the winter wore on. Maybe it was sitting in a cold and
lifeless room all day, or maybe it was the guests’ general discontentedness that was
finding its way into her bones. She filled the holes in her days by spraying lemon-scented
antiseptic on her desk and wiping it clean again. There was always a little bit of gunk on
the corner that she couldn’t get off, and one day she scrubbed obsessively at it until the
housekeeper came by and told her to stop acting crazy.
“Life is crazy,” Cassie said. She shrugged as she said it and tried to pretend she
was clever, clean, and bright.
“You won’t help yourself like that.” Enoelia was always yelling her words, so that
everything she said sounded urgent and warmly confrontational. “You need to get
yourself a boyfriend and a good job, is what you need to do. My Lucia, she’s working at
George Washington now and let me tell you, they give benefits, vacation time,
everything.”
Instead of following Enoelia’s advice, Cassie started developing little ways of
coping with her time at work. Her phone voice became even bubblier and more
obsequious than usual, and she started showing guests how to use their room keys with a
manic thoroughness that disturbed even the most patient of people. “That’s right,” she’d
say as they turned the key clockwise in the lock. “Well done! Now one more time and
we’ll know you’ve got it.” At other times she became so tired that she couldn’t do
anything but huddle by the radiator and hope she looked decently alive when guests
happened to walk in.
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She was curled up like this, on the floor by the radiator, when the priest and the
boy came for the first time. The little bell above the door rang and she rushed to her desk,
tucking her feet out of sight just as they walked around the corner.
She didn’t realize he was a priest at first, because he was so hunched over that she
couldn’t see his clerical collar until he came quite close. He was old, with hands spotted
and twisted and the layers of his neck cascading down in a waterfall of flesh. His back
curved inevitably toward the earth, and Cassie felt a strong desire to massage his
shoulders until they regained an upright posture. Despite his age and his spine’s
downward curvature, the priest moved with ease and didn’t seem to need the assistance
of the boy, who hadn’t offered it anyway.
Cold air came in with the two strangers, and Cassie shuddered. She noticed that
her socks were still draped over the radiator where she’d left them. She rubbed one foot
with the other, feeling exposed and caught off guard. “How can I help you?” she asked.
The boy looked down and stepped away, toward the door he’d just come through.
His hair was sandy blonde, long and uneven, like the teeth that peered out from between
his slightly parted, terribly chapped lips. Just below his eyes rested two crescent-shaped
shadows—a lovely, deep lavender color. He was dressed in all black, like the priest.
“Yes, dear,” the priest said. “I’m Father Radcliffe. I’ve ministered at St. James
parish for the past twenty-five years now.” Cassie knew St. James—it was close to her
mother’s house, actually, and her baby cousin had been baptized there when she was a
girl. Cassie remembered, because she’d gotten a new dress for the occasion that was
white with pink and orange flowers on the trim. Afterwards, her brother spilled grape
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juice on it and her mother sent the dress out for dry-cleaning. Cassie couldn’t remember
seeing it again after that.
Father Paul paused, and she realized she was supposed to react. She nodded and
tried to communicate a look of delight tempered with reverence.
“Yes, well, as you can probably imagine, my work involves shepherding a diverse
group of people, including young ones like Cole here.” Young Cole was studiously
picking at his fingernails, which were painted black and badly chipped. Father Paul
gestured to him and made a muttering sound that was the boy’s cue to testify.
“Yeah, my parents kicked me out of the house, you know? I don’t really have
anywhere to go.”
Cassie’s head began to hurt as she realized what was happening. “We don’t have
any rooms available, at the moment,” she said. She could feel her cheeks turning red.
Father Paul interrupted her with a wave of his hand. “I would like to pay for this
young man’s room for the night, so that I can rest knowing that he has a roof over his
head and a warm bed to sleep in. We frequently do this kind of work at the church,
especially where it concerns the young.”
Cassie felt panicked, although she couldn’t tell exactly why. The old man and the
boy didn’t seem threatening. “Well, how old are you?” she asked.
Cole just looked at her.
She clarified: “You have to be twenty-one or over to stay in a room by yourself.”
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“I’m twenty-two,” he said.
“Well.” She felt unable to think. “I guess we do have one room available, but we
usually don’t allow third parties to make the payment.” Father Paul reached for the cross
around his neck and Cole averted his gaze again. “But,” she said, “I guess there’s no
reason why anyone has to know. I can make the reservation under your name, Father,
since you’ll be paying for the room. And,” she looked at Cole, “You’ll have to be very
quiet and leave before 9 tomorrow morning, so my manager doesn’t find out.”
Father Paul looked relieved. “Yes, yes, that all sounds reasonable. Thank you for
understanding. I hate to think of young people out on the streets, especially on nights like
this. I could tell you would help us, as soon as we came in.”
Cassie took down Father Radcliffe’s information and installed Cole in the Paul
Revere room on the fifth floor. The Paul Revere boasted slanted, wood-paneled ceilings
and floral wallpaper that hadn’t been redone in ages. It was the smallest room and had
only a very tiny window, so it was usually the last one booked. With the lamp turned on,
though, it looked cozy and quaint, and Cole appeared out of place and exceedingly tall
standing there by the bed. Again Cassie shivered.
When she went back downstairs, Father Paul was still there. “Such a night,” he
said. “How late do you work, dear?”
Cassie told him that she usually left around 11.
“Ah, off at any moment, then! Be safe. God bless you.” He waved his hand and
was out the door so quickly Cassie thought he might be younger than she’d first guessed.
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After he left, she finalized the next day’s reservations and shut the computer
down, gathering her things and turning off all the lights. She stood there in the middle of
the room, looking through the center of the spiral staircase that went up and up into the
darkness, silence floating down and dusting her shoulders as she took an inventory. There
were twelve people sleeping at the inn tonight: a family of four come to visit rarely seen
grandparents, two young couples who had travelled a long distance to hear an obscure
jazz band play in a bar, a research scientist in town to present a paper at a neurological
conference, an elderly couple whose daughter had just had her first baby—Iris, a
beauty—and Cole, a boy who was kicked out of his house and would probably be
expected to find Jesus in return for this one night spent in an old, creaky inn.
She imagined she could hear their collective breathing and the rustling of various
bed sheets. It was all very peaceful and domestic, and she felt sad to go when at last she
removed the doorstop from the entryway and picked a path through the snow to get to her
own bed. They’re so beautiful when they’re sleeping, she thought.
Cassie herself didn’t sleep well that night, because the image of Cole kept
intruding on her dreams. His uncomfortable thinness, his shock of light hair, the scabby
grayness of his skin—it all became too much for sleep to overcome. She imagined him
doing damage to the room, leaving the bathtub running while he got high in the bed, or
scratching marks into the old wallpaper with his dirty, black fingernails. He could be
smashing the lamps, blasting music, inviting friends over, waking up the guests. At this
very moment someone could be calling the police.
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All through the night and into the next morning Cassie waited for the phone call
from the inn. It never came, though, and when she arrived at work nobody mentioned
anything unusual. She climbed the stairs to the Paul Revere and the door was open.
Enoelia was stripping the sheets and whistling. Light from the little window filled the
wooden room, and in the glare she saw what a meager offering she had made the boy. He
hadn’t left a mark. Not even one thing was out of place.
Over the next few weeks, Father Paul paid for Cole to stay at the inn twice more.
Both times he came late at night, just before Cassie was about to go home, and both times
Cassie felt a sinking, guilty feeling as she took down the credit card number and installed
Cole in whatever room happened to be vacant. She attributed her uneasiness to fear for
her job, and told herself there could be nothing wrong with helping a priest and a downon-his-luck boy. It’s better than the room going empty, she would say to Ralph, should he
find out. Someone’s paying either way, she would reason, it may as well not be you.
“What’s wrong with you?” Enoelia asked her. “You’re being more and more,” she
waved her hand to encompass Cassie’s entire body. “Strange.”
Cassie was organizing the check-in papers in the little file folder they kept on the
desk. “I don’t know,” she said. “I do feel strange.”
Enoelia looked at her critically. “Maybe it’s your clothes. When was the last time
you had something new to wear?”
Cassie hadn’t told Enoelia anything about the unusual guest because she didn’t
want her to get in trouble if Ralph should find out. Enoelia, though, was smart and Cassie

105

trusted her more than most people. “Actually,” she said. “I am feeling bad about
something.”
Enoelia propped the handheld vacuum she’d been using against the wall and took
a seat on the desk in front of Cassie, nodding. “A boy?” she said.
“Sort of.” Cassie pressed her hands together. “A priest came by a few weeks ago
with this homeless kid, and asked if we had a room for him. You know we’re not
supposed to let third parties pay, though, because we had that episode with the hookers a
while back.”
Enoelia let out a fake scream. “Cassie, we’re not supposed to mention it!” She
looked at her fingernails. “But those women were so rude.”
“Yes. But I let the priest pay for the room anyway, and they’ve been back a few
times now. I don’t know if I should stop letting them in.”
Enoelia thought for a minute and Cassie was glad the problem was being taken
seriously, unlike the matter of the prostitutes. Enoelia had found that too funny for words,
and finally Ralph told her she wasn’t allowed to bring it up anymore.
Finally Enoelia got to her feet. “You’re doing the right thing. The boy needs a
room and the priest is helping. You’re a good girl.” She patted Cassie on the cheek.
The priest and the boy came back once more, and Cassie let them in. It was
Enoelia, the next morning, who walked into the Paul Revere to find Father Paul cradling
Cole’s pale dick in his old, wrinkled hands.
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“His old, wrinkled hands! The little white pene!” Enoelia lamented to Cassie, who
had been downstairs when it happened. Enoelia covered her eyes with her hands and
shook her head. “And a priest!” was the only other thing she could say about it.
They went to the basement and sat in the dark, debating for a while whether to
call the police. Eventually they decided not to, because they would both certainly lose
their jobs and nothing could be proven anyway. Sitting on a packing crate, Cassie nibbled
on some tiny frozen muffins. Enoelia said she couldn’t eat anything. They sat in silence
for about an hour, ignoring the sound of the phone ringing through the floorboards of the
lobby. Cassie had the vague understanding that they were hiding because the world’s
awfulness was too bright and blinding to look at directly. In the darkness of the basement
they could consider things calmly and without too many nerves interfering.
After Cassie had finished three muffins she said, “Well, I guess we’d better get
back up there.” As they crept upstairs to the Paul Revere, Enoelia squeezed Cassie’s arm,
her fingernails digging into her sweater, and Cassie felt strangely peaceful in a way she
hadn’t since she’d lost that white dress with the orange-and-pink trim.
The door to the Paul Revere was open, and the room was empty. “At least their
bill is settled,” Cassie said.
For the rest of the morning neither she nor Enoelia spoke about what had
happened, and by noon it seemed so surreal and far-fetched that neither would have
thought of breaking their silence for anything in the world.
They never told Ralph about the incident, and neither Father Radcliffe nor Cole
ever returned to the inn. Cassie thought about them often, though, especially when she
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was turning off the lights at night before going back to her mother’s house. She wondered
what had become of Cole and if she was somehow responsible for him now. She
wondered, too, why she had let Father Radcliffe have his way even though she could
have easily lied and said every room was taken. Some days she told herself it was
because the boy had nowhere else to go, and other days she knew it was because she was
too scared to say no.
Enoelia left the inn five months later, having found another job in D.C. where her
first grandbaby had just been born. His name was Mateo and he was round and sweet like
a melon. “Why does he have on that little hat?” Cassie asked, when Enoelia showed her
the picture. He was wearing a flat, black cap on his head like old men sometimes have.
“He’s the light of my life,” she said.
Cassie went to St. James the Sunday after Enoelia had her last shift at the inn. The
cathedral was full of families praying and confessing, and there were little children
running between the pews. Stained glass volleyed slivers of colored light through the air,
and an enormous iron cross hung from the uppermost dome. Cassie joined the lines of
people in front of the confessionals and waited as, one by one, they went into the little
boxes and came out again looking no different than before.
When it was her turn, Cassie stepped into the confessional and kneeled before the
screen. The sudden darkness was soothing, and she couldn’t quite make out the face of
the priest on the other side.
“Welcome,” he said. It was an old voice, but there was nothing else distinct about
it.
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“I’m not Catholic,” she said.
“I see. And are you interested in learning about the faith?”
“I guess so.” Cassie could see dust mites floating through the air in the places
where light snuck through the wooden slats. “I guess that what I’d like to do is confess.”
“Of course. You can begin wherever you feel led,” he said. She looked for a clue
in his way of speaking, but it was as if the priest was reciting words that someone else
had written. She couldn’t glean anything from it.
“I don’t know what my sins have been.”
“Just take some time, then, and reflect on the past few days. Remember what you
can.”
Cassie was silent, thinking about the past few days that had been like all the other
days, except that Enoelia had gone and she had stayed.
“Have you been envious?” The priest prodded, trying gamely to help her. “Maybe
you’ve despaired of ever finding peace? Have you doubted the benevolence of the Lord
at any time?”
Cassie looked down at her hands. She folded them together, thinking that might
help. But still, silence piled up in heavy drifts outside the confessional door. She
wondered if she would ever have the strength to push it open and make her way out.
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“Have you honored your father and mother? Been righteous in every way? Have
you had mean thoughts toward your neighbors?” The priest was becoming tired. There
was still a long line outside. “Denied anyone comfort? Stolen, cheated, lied?”
“Yes,” Cassie said. She was also tired. She couldn’t remember what she’d come
for.
The priest coughed. “Ask forgiveness, then, of Christ Jesus our Savior. And go in
peace.”
Cassie left the confessional door open for the next penitent, a young man with a
comb over and spectacles, and walked out into the ripening August air that smelled like
sun and water, the one reflecting on the other.
Cassie never spent another winter at the inn, because it closed down in October
before the first snow had even thought of falling. Ralph, as it turned out, had been more
liberal in his personal spending than his business philosophy had let on. He’d bought new
Lexuses for his two children when they’d turned sixteen, and his wife had apparently
gotten a fair amount of plastic surgery subsidized by tax breaks for small business
owners. The cars were repossessed and Ralph’s house was foreclosed. His recently
spruced-up wife left him for a man who played in an elite amateur soccer league, and his
children split their time between his low-rent apartment in Dorchester and the soccer
player’s two-bed condominium in Jamaica Plain.
Cassie actually bumped into Ralph in December, a few months after all this
happened. Her first thought was of the two weeks’ pay she’d never received, and her next
was of Cole and Father Radcliffe. She was at the bookstore, writing down titles to look
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up later at the library, and across the aisles of bargain books she saw Ralph in his usual
khakis and striped collared shirt. They made eye contact for a moment and then he put
down the book he’d been leafing through and bolted, not even bothering to pretend he
hadn’t seen her. She, too, left without buying anything, walking slowly, trying and failing
to remember the last time it had snowed.
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CHAPTER 8
VANTAGE
Gemma adjusted her scarf and looked up at the waiter. “Is that decaf?” She’d been at the
café drinking coffee for what seemed like years, and her hands were beginning to tremble
from all the caffeine.
“Yes, ma’am.” He set the espresso cup and saucer in front of her on the little
rickety table where she was sitting outside. She had chosen this particular café patio
because from here she could watch for her husband’s car pulling into his office parking
garage across the street. To anyone else, though, she hoped it would just look like she
was enjoying the morning air.
She took a sip of espresso and stared into the road. Having never been any good at
recognizing car models, she had to keep a close watch on the parade of vehicles to be
sure she didn’t miss Bob’s non-descript, black SUV rolling by. The sun had only recently
risen and the glare coming over the tops of the buildings across the way made it difficult
to maintain her gaze. She wished she’d brought sunglasses. Just the other day she found a
stunning cat-eye pair for her daughter Lydia, but Gemma herself hated to wear sunglasses
since she considered her eyes her best feature. That was the same reason she never wore
reading glasses, although she claimed they made her dizzy. Instead she asked Bob to
order for her whenever they went out to eat because she couldn’t read the menus.
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For an instant, Gemma wondered if the annoyance over the reading glasses could
be the cause of her current predicament, but she quickly brushed the thought aside and
remembered instead the advice her friend Vicky had given her: “Don’t confront him until
you know for sure. Otherwise he’ll make out that you’re crazy and put it all down to
menopause. Trust me.” Gemma did trust Vicky, who had been through her own nasty
divorce. It was then she had decided about the café.
She arrived early, at least a half hour before Bob would even leave the house,
telling him she had a daybreak yoga session, going on about how warming your body as
the sun rose was really the best way to stay in tune with the rhythms of the natural world.
Of course, yoga was just as much a matter of breathing as of stretching and
strengthening, but Bob knew that. Did he want to join?
He did not. He had to be at work early to prepare for a meeting.
She took another sip of espresso, but the autumn air had already turned it cool.
He’ll be late, she thought. She looked at her watch and wondered if she could have
missed seeing him pull into the garage. Even sitting there in secret, waiting for him, she
couldn’t quite make herself believe that Bob could lie to her so horribly. That he could
make their life together look a certain way without giving a thought to the inevitable
moment when it would all come crashing down. They had never lied to each other in
nearly thirty years of marriage, or at least not in any sense that counted.
“Do you want anything else, ma’am?” The waiter was back, blocking the sun and
her view of the street.
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She liked being called ma’am. She knew that other women hated it, but she
thought it conveyed just the right amount of deference to her experience and power, as
well as an acknowledgement of her femininity.
“No, thank you, I’m fine.” She smiled in his general direction.
He moved on to another table, leaving her once again in the sun’s direct path. She
put her hand up to shield her eyes. The waiter was taking the order of a gentleman sitting
directly across from her but several tables away, in the part of the patio closest to the
street. Like her, he was alone.
The man was probably older than Gemma by about fifteen years, but he looked
distinguished in a dark suit and sunglasses, his hair graying and in need of a slight trim.
His head was tilted up toward the waiter whose name she had been told but couldn’t
remember—Ron? Don? Or had it been Luke?—and he was talking quietly. He could
have been placing a long, elaborate order, or maybe he was simply shooting the breeze
with his friendly neighborhood wait-staff. She thought she might have seen the
gentleman somewhere before, and wondered whether he might work in Bob’s office.
They could have met at one of the gala events or cocktail parties that Bob’s
business hosted to keep the wheels greased with potential partners and investors. For the
last few years he’d been working with a financial firm dealing primarily in
pharmaceuticals and other areas of the health industry that remained largely
indistinguishable in her mind. She did enjoy all the social gatherings the work entailed,
mostly because she liked trying on gowns and getting her hair and makeup done. Even
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so, it was really Bob who tended to shine at these events. He never forgot a name or a
face, and his handshake differed in firmness depending on the recipient.
“What, do they teach you schmoozing in economics school?” she asked one time
after Bob made a toast that featured a risqué joke about the company’s vice president.
“How can you be sure it will go over?”
“It’s all about the quick read,” he said, squeezing her hand. “You have to look at
someone and instantly intuit what they want more than anything in the world. And what
they’re most afraid of.” Bob sometimes spoke like he was delivering a commencement
address.
“And what do I want more than anything in the world?” Gemma angled forward
over the kitchen island where they were having a nightcap opposite each other, both
leaning against the marble in house slippers and formalwear.
He looked at her and laughed, suddenly sheepish. “I don’t know. I can’t do it on
people I see every day.”
She tisked her disapproval. “You. I want you. The most obvious answer is usually
the right one, remember?”
“Well, you have me already, though.”
She begged a kiss from across the counter and he obliged.
“Then,” he said, “following that logic, what are you most afraid of?”
“Dying alone, of course.”
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He smiled. “Now you’re the one being silly. Everyone dies alone, you know that.”
Gemma gave him a look that was meant to say, “You of all people should know
that if our love is strong enough we will die in each other’s arms at precisely the same
instant and our souls will take flight together in the form of birds, soaring over the water
and into another world.”
“Well, it’s true enough, though, isn’t it?” he said, his hands up in the air. It
seemed to Gemma that Bob was reveling in his own obtuseness.
“Yes, technically,” she said. “But you don’t have to talk about it with so much
glee. It’s like you can’t wait to be rid of me and have a roomy urn all to yourself.”
He smiled and lifted his shoulders. “If it makes you feel better, we can have our
ashes mixed so we’ll be together for all eternity. Or at least until the sun explodes and the
earth is consumed by a raging fire.”
She laughed. “That does make me feel better, actually. Let’s have our wills
updated to be sure we don’t get separated at the end.”
He traced the veins running up and down the back of her hand. “We don’t have
wills, though, not unless you’ve drawn yours up without telling me.”
“Oh.” She became thoughtful. “I guess we talked about doing it years ago but
never got around to it. We’ll have to contact Alan about that.” She swirled the drink in
her glass and set it on the countertop. “Who do you think should be executor? I don’t
want to be thrown in an old tin can because we gave the job to someone flighty.”
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“Well, I should have thought Lydia would be executor, don’t you think? Or would
it be executrix?”
“Lydia?” Sometimes Gemma forgot that her daughter was grown up and could be
trusted with things like wills and estates. When she was eleven Lydia had gone off to the
same Swiss boarding school that Bob had once attended, and ever since then come home
only for a few weeks over summers and Christmases, rarely calling in between. As a
result, she seemed nostalgic and somehow seasonal to Gemma.
Now Lydia was an animal rights activist in Stockholm, with a tepid fiancé called
Gregory and four rescue dogs of varying sizes and temperaments. Last year Gemma
forgot to hide the winter furs like she usually did, and came back from a pre-Christmas
brunch with her girlfriends to find her daughter making a large, hairy discard pile on the
bed and raving on about the unfair, inhumane treatment of animals.
“If you think life is supposed to be fair,” Gemma told her, “then I have
profoundly failed you as a mother.” But she’d given the furs to her neighbor, Mrs. Groff,
for safekeeping over the holidays, because Lydia was adamant that she wouldn’t sleep in
a house of cruelty. Gemma could remember when Lydia had been an accommodating
little girl in dresses the miniature version of her mother’s. Somewhere along the way,
perhaps in Switzerland but maybe somewhere else, Lydia had become tenacious and
loud, stubborn and at the same time lacking in ambition.
Every so often Gemma would be browsing her way through a shop, eating in a
restaurant, or on the phone with a girlfriend, and suddenly she would see Lydia’s face as
a child, always sleeping. Lydia used to sleep with her eyes wide open, and maybe she still
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did. This had always worried Gemma, and she even spoke to the pediatrician about it.
“Won’t her eyes get dry? Isn’t there something wrong?” He’d told her that there was
nothing the matter, that Lydia’s eyes were perfectly fine.
Another time, as she and Bob were standing over their daughter’s sleeping body
in the dark, the nightlight contraption sending bursts of stars and moons wheeling across
the room, Gemma asked if he thought Lydia could remember what she saw when she
slept, when her eyes were still open. Surely there were images getting through? Couldn’t
she, in some way, see them standing there, even now? Bob had said not to be ridiculous,
that she wasn’t seeing anything. He gazed down at his sleeping daughter’s eyes. “Don’t
worry,” he said. “She’s not even there.”
Gemma felt around the edges of her espresso cup with the tips of her fingers and
wondered vaguely if Lydia would be upset by a divorce. She couldn’t say for certain.
And, anyways, a divorce might not be necessary, because maybe she was just being
paranoid. Maybe she had devolved into that state which all her charities and clubs and
artistic pursuits had been designed to deter—boredom. The thought gave her a lift.
Maybe Bob wasn’t cheating at all. Maybe there was no woman in his office, or at the
gym, or down the street. Maybe it was only Gemma, still, who he thought of and talked
to and loved.
The clues had, after all, been subtle. A few months ago Bob started taking more
care over his appearance and going to the office a full hour earlier than usual, distracted
and anxious-seeming. He said the extra time at work was the result of one of his partners
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having left and September being their busiest time of year, but still—she couldn’t help
herself—she wondered.
“Who would schedule their trysts for six, seven in the morning?” her sister had
asked when Gemma confided her doubts. “I’m sure you’re wrong. You know Bob’s
crazy about you.”
She thought she knew, but she also recognized that a person could contain two
contradictory impulses at the same time and not feel altogether divided about it. “I’m sure
you’re right. I’m sure it’s nothing,” she’d said, but here she was at the café and it was 7
a.m. and she still hadn’t seen Bob’s car.
She took up her phone, the screen clicking against her earring. “Mary? Yes, is
Bob still there? I’ve missed him? No, that’s fine Mary. Thanks.” She glanced at the
brown sludge at the bottom of her cup. Her pulse was racing and she suspected Ron of
having given her fully caffeinated espresso, whether by mistake or design she couldn’t be
sure.
When she looked up, Gemma noticed that the man sitting at the other end of the
patio was staring at her, his hands curved loosely around a mug. His sunglasses obscured
his eyes, but he wasn’t smiling and it didn’t look as if he was trying to get her attention.
He was simply looking at her. She glanced away and then back again, but his gaze didn’t
shift. She pulled out her compact mirror, thinking she might have smeared her lipstick,
but there was nothing the matter that she could see. In fact, she looked even better than
usual. The chill morning air had given her a youthful flush and the tears that had risen at
the question of Bob’s infidelity made her eyes shine in a pleasing way.
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Confident that she was looking her best, Gemma decided to ignore the man’s
blatant staring and maintain her surveillance of the street. The problem being that to look
at the street she had to look just past the man. It was as if they were on a date, but with an
unusual amount of distance between them. The awkwardness was too much for her, and
she ended up scrolling through her phone instead, hoping that she appeared to be reading
an important email and not thinking at all about the man sitting across from her.
She opened an old message for authenticity’s sake—one that Bob had sent the
other day about the new film on at the Lincoln. Want 2 go? It was a joke between them to
type to each other like teenagers. Y Not? ; ) she had answered. The film wasn’t any good.
It was about a man whose priceless insect collection was stolen from its travelling display
at a museum, for which loss he fell into a deep depression and eventually hung himself
from the attic rafters of his family’s country home.
Gemma looked up from her phone. The man was still staring at her. She began
rifling through her purse, trying to act much too preoccupied to worry about any stranger
who might be looking at her in any sort of a way. Normally she wouldn’t have even
noticed, but today—being openly scrutinized even as she herself was on a secret mission
of sorts—today she felt as though she might burst into tears from embarrassment. She
pulled out a tissue from her pocketbook and dabbed at the corners of her eyes, took out
her compact once again and examined her makeup. She reapplied her lipstick carefully
before returning everything to her bag.
Pursing her newly lacquered lips, she felt a surge of righteous anger as she
contemplated the man’s terrible manners, and brought her eyes level with his to stare
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perversely back. She could see her own reflection in the ultra-dark tint of his sunglasses.
His suit was impeccably cut, and the hands folded around the mug appeared arthritic but
somehow still strong. Looking openly at him, Gemma realized how sophisticated he was,
how handsome.
It occurred to her then that maybe he was flirting with her. Maybe he liked the
way she looked, too, and was hoping that she might invite him over. Why not? She
clutched her purse and shifted her gaze past the man to get a view of the parking building
that Bob’s car had never entered. Why not? She asked herself again, this time with anger.
She smiled at the gentleman. He didn’t look away but didn’t return her smile
either. Then she managed a subtle wave to him and he maintained his gaze, not moving
so much as a finger in return.
Trying to evoke grace and lightness, she pulled out her chair and walked toward
the man’s table. He didn’t look up at her, though, as she approached. She couldn’t
imagine what he was playing at and wondered whether he might be trying to shore up
that stoic, old-school kind of persona that many women find attractive.
She smiled and cocked her head in what she hoped would prove to be an
irresistible manner. “Can I do something for you, sir?”
He tilted his head up at the sound of her voice, and smiled slightly, finally. “Yes,
ma’am, thank you. If you could, I’d dearly love a refill. I’m waiting for my daughter to
pick me up, but she must have gotten a late start and I can’t exactly manage without her.”
He raised his cane in the air, as if in explanation.
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Gemma noticed then the way the man held his head, how he kept his gaze
seemingly focused on something in the far distance, something just over her own
shoulder. She tried to say something that might disguise her mistake even to herself—
something solicitous and conversational that would allow her to pretend that she had
known all along about this man and his blindness. She ended by merely picking up his
empty mug and walking away in silence.
Her very bones felt mortified, like they were shrinking within her. She opened the
door to the café and, as she did so, turned back to look at the man. His demeanor hadn’t
changed since she’d left him. He merely sat and waited to receive the world, patiently
expecting something good to find him.
Once inside, she went to the counter and handed the mug to a young man wearing
an apron. Not the waiter from before, but someone else. “The man outside,” she
whispered. She felt sure that the boy could see her shame, her misunderstanding. “He
needs a refill.”
“Oh, yes. Mr. Weber.” The boy took the mug from her, smiling. “He’s a regular
here. We’re usually good about keeping an eye out for him but the early morning rush
just came in.” He stopped his explanation when he noticed the look on Gemma’s face.
“Thanks so much for seeing to him,” he said, and hurried away to find a clean mug. She
left as quickly as she could without breaking into a run.
When she arrived back at the house, she found Bob sitting in the living room in
one of the fabric chairs that had been a gift from his mother but that Gemma had sent
away to be recovered with an indigo fabric they’d found in Florence.
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The sight of him startled her. “Bob,” she said, bringing her hand to her chest,
“Mary said you’d gone.” She felt like a child in front of him, trying to hide her
embarrassment from the café.
“Yes, but I came back. I sent Mary home, too.”
She perched on the arm of the chair. “It’s the middle of the morning.”
“Darling,” he said, looking up at her, and she thought that maybe he really was
having an affair and that he had only been waiting these past months to feel himself well
and truly in love with someone else before leaving her for good. Or maybe someone had
died—maybe she herself had died and he was only getting around to telling her about it
now. To her horror, her eyes filled with tears.
He pretended not to see. “You’ve noticed I’ve been going in early to work these
past few months.” Clearing his throat, he brought his hand up to his neck and fingered his
collar. Gemma realized that he wasn’t wearing a tie.
“Well, the firm’s been having some trouble lately. Lansing and Duncan and I, we
thought we could get out of the hole the new restrictions put us in, but now that he’s gone
the deal that Harry arranged is off the table.” He shook his head. “We have to move on.
We’ve tried everything to salvage it, but it’s no use.”
He fell silent for a bit, and then started again. “We had a call with our investors
this morning. Everyone’s pulling out. Cutting their losses.”
Gemma reached for the vase of flowers resting on the coffee table beside her, and
with her index finger gently brushed the creamy taupe petal of a Café Au Lait dahlia.
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“Do you hear what I’m saying? We’ve lost everything.”
She shook her head. Her eyes had cleared. “Not everything. Those are just
investments and such. Company funds. You can start again.”
He folded his hands in his lap. “Not this time. Duncan and I, we put our own
assets in toward the end. We felt sure we’d recoup our losses, and then some. We’ve
done it a thousand times and you’ve never even had to know.” Shifting in his chair, he
met her gaze. “I’ve spoken with Lydia.”
“Lydia?”
“She said we could come and stay with her for a bit, until we’ve gotten our feet
under us again.”
Gemma laughed. Shook her head. “Stay with Lydia? That’s ridiculous. What
would we do with all our things here? What would we do in Stockholm?”
“I’m trying to tell you, Gemma.” Bob’s eyes, normally so distant looking, seemed
closer to her than they had ever been. She saw, to her surprise, that there were even tears
coming to the surface. She felt repulsed.
A minute went by and she realized Bob was waiting on her, that he wasn’t going
to rise from his chair and tell her what they would do. With a great effort she reached out
and covered his hand, which had somehow gotten to be on her knee, and at this gesture
he slumped forward on her lap and began crying in earnest. As his back heaved beneath
one of her hands and his forehead pressed against the other, she suddenly remembered
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being a little girl and thinking she would do something wonderful with her life—what
had it been, specifically?
She couldn’t remember, and the only memory that did surface was that of the
irrepressible, overwhelming sense of relief she’d felt whenever Lydia returned to
boarding school after a holiday. Maybe, Gemma had thought each time, she’ll never have
to find me out after all.
Now she saw her daughter’s eyes in front of her: Lydia in her flat in Stockholm,
following Gemma up the stairs with a case in her hand, pointing out the spare towels and
the knob on the old-fashioned radiator, showing her how to prop the window open in the
event of good weather.
She wished she could call her own mother, who was ten years dead. Even if she’d
been alive, though, she wouldn’t have had much to add except to say, “Get on with it,
girl.”
Gemma felt Bob’s frame shuddering on her lap with every breath and she wished
she could stand up without disturbing him. Her friend Vicky came to mind—Vicky, who
had gotten to keep her apartment in the divorce and who would be glad to let Gemma
stay there for a while. She realized she could stand up, throw the vase of flowers across
the room, scream and cry. She could pack a bag and hop in a taxi and in ten minutes be
outside Vicky’s place.
Instead, though, she stayed seated and folded herself over Bob’s back. She could
always go to Vicky’s later. For now, the heat of his body felt good against her skin and so
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she closed her eyes. “It will be lovely,” she said into the fabric of his shirt. “Summer in
Stockholm.”
Once Bob stopped shaking, Gemma was able to get up and put on a pot of coffee.
The two of them sat side by side in the kitchen, shoulders touching. They didn’t speak or
even look at each other but somehow it felt like they were making plans. Gemma decided
she would ask Lydia’s fiancé Gregory whether her daughter still slept with her eyes open.
She would find out for certain that one thing, at least.
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CHAPTER 9
BEAR IN MIND
Something about the room wasn’t exactly right, but Suzanne didn’t know what. Last
week she’d painted the walls a particular shade of blue that she read in a magazine was
scientifically proven to have a calming effect. The blue was right, and that made her
happy, but something else was not. The windows were too close together, for one thing,
but she couldn’t fix that now. At least the view was good—a clear shot to the lake and no
other houses for miles. The curtains were light and gauzy, and every hard edge in the
room had been padded over with child-safety cushions. At the moment, Suzanne was
standing on a stepladder pressing glow-in-the-dark stars to the ceiling. She was going to
bring her daughter home to this place and she wanted everything to be right.
“Do you think it’s going to work?” she asked Gary. He was kneeling, sanding
down the corners of a dressing table they’d found at a garage sale the year they were
married. They hadn’t believed their luck at finding such a fine piece, and for hardly
anything at all.
“No.” He kept sanding away.
She stopped her work with the stars, looking at her husband. “How can you say
that?”
“Because it’s the truth, and because it hasn’t worked before.”
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Suzanne’s face wrung out like a rag and she threw the rest of the stars to the floor.
They didn’t make a sound on the carpeting. “Well what in the fuck are we supposed to do
then?”
Gary shuffled over on his knees and gathered up the stars, then gripped Suzanne’s
pant leg for balance as he got to his feet. Standing on the stepstool, she was a bit taller
than him. He kissed her, and she folded her hands over the top of his bald head—like the
moon, she thought. She leaned down into him.
~
Phoebe’s mother had always told her to mind her manners, and she thought about
that as she finished sucking off Deacon, which wasn’t even his real name. Idly, she spit
his cum into a tissue. “Hey,” he said. “If you’re going to do that then what’s even the
point?”
Almost as soon as she got to her feet she fell back down, all of the blood in her
body seeming to evaporate. “Mind your manners,” she told him. Closing her eyes, she
added, “But what do you think that means?” She knew the three words separately, but
taken together they lost all importance.
When she opened her eyes again the light was gone and Deacon was dressed in
different clothes than before. He was nudging her with the toe of his shoe. “Let’s go,” he
said. “I can only give you a ride if we leave right now.”
~

128

Suzanne had been determined that when she brought her daughter home it would
be to the cabin and nowhere else. It was a small, sturdy house that she inherited years ago
from her own parents, and her favorite memories were still ones of water skiing and
falling asleep on the boat, of getting burned so badly she shivered with fever and lying on
her stomach while her mother smeared baking soda paste onto her back. Thinking about
it now, she realized that the relief from that pain was still the best feeling she had ever
known.
“Are you going to get her soon?” She was chopping potatoes, because she read
that it could be hard to digest solids in the first few days, and she wanted to prepare all
sorts of mashed foods just in case.
Gary was reading a magazine at the kitchen table. “No. Her friend just texted
from her phone and said they were on their way over.”
Suzanne turned around. “Her friends aren’t supposed to know where this place is.
Her friends are the exact problem we’re trying to avoid.”
“I don’t know, Suzanne.” He folded the newspaper carefully and put it on the
table. It infuriated her how precise he was, even during emergencies. One time, when
Phoebe’s little brother fell off his skateboard and almost bit through his tongue, Gary
stopped off on the way to the hospital for gas. “I didn’t give him the address, she did.
And at least she’s coming, right?”
Suzanne nodded to herself. “Yes, that is the main thing. Once she’s here I think
I’ll feel better.” She set a pot of water to boil and sat down by Gary to wait.
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~
Deacon winced as the tires of his car bounced down the rough country road. “Do
you have any gas money? This is way farther than you said and I’ve got to get back to the
city by tonight.”
Phoebe’s forehead was pressed against the passenger’s side window, the coolness
of the night battling the heat on her skin. “No. I’ve spent all my change on the wrong
people, that’s what I think. I’ve got maybe one more change in me, but that’s it. That’s
all. Last chance dance.”
He glanced over at her curled-up frame. “You’re a shit-show, Phoebe darling.”
She yawned. “I don’t mind.”

When Suzanne and Gary opened the door they saw their daughter, eyes watering,
face flushed. She was swaying slightly and she didn’t have anything with her, not even a
purse. There was a man standing next to her, holding her up by her elbow.
“Hi,” he said. He reached out for Gary’s hand and Gary shook it automatically.
“I’m really sorry about this, but it was pretty far out of my way to bring her and I’m a
little short on gas. Is there any way?”
Gary pulled out his wallet and handed him a twenty.
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“Thanks so much,” he said, and transferred Phoebe’s arm to Suzanne before
walking back to his car and driving off.
Phoebe slumped into her mother’s body and Suzanne bent under the weight.
“Gary, help me.”
Between the two of them they were able to navigate their daughter up the stairs
and into the blue bedroom that used to be Suzanne’s when she was a girl. They took off
Phoebe’s shoes and turned her on her side in case she vomited in her sleep, then switched
off the light and locked the door. Gary himself had installed the locks, the kind that
turned only from the outside. Earlier they’d arranged a cot in the hallway where they
could trade off nights for as long as it took.
“Wait,” said Suzanne. “I’m going to sit with her a few minutes.”
“Okay. Just don’t fall asleep in there with the door unlocked. No chances taken.”
He sat on the cot, his face colorless.
“No, only given.”
He rolled his eyes. “What is this? Three, four?”
“Four.” They’d hosted countless interventions for their daughter, sent her to rehab
three times. Now, though, their money was nearly at its end and Suzanne had come up
with the idea that a more domestic approach might work where previous efforts had
failed. She studied and prepared for weeks and in one of her more vulnerable moments
Phoebe had agreed to come.
“She’s just coming so she can get money from us,” Gary said.
131

Suzanne nodded. “Of course that’s why she’ll come. That’s not why she’ll stay.”
Now, she rubbed her daughter’s back and stroked her hair, even the grease
coming off on her fingertips a precious confirmation of Phoebe’s aliveness. When
Suzanne was afraid that she too would fall asleep, she left the room and locked the door,
joining Gary on the cot.
“There’s not room for two of us,” he said, waking up.
“It’s like we’re in the army. We’re bunkmates, and you don’t have a choice.”
She could feel him smile even though she was pressed too close to his chest to see
for certain. “We always have a choice. We just don’t like the choices.”
She laughed and gripped his arms. “That’s for damned sure.”
~
When Phoebe woke up, she felt something that scared her: pain, so big and real it
was like another body living in her own. The skin on her chest itched and when she raised
her hands she saw that her fingernails were already bloody from the scratching she’d
done in her sleep. She wanted to get out of bed but just trying to sit up made her tired.
Mind over matter, she told herself. You can do anything you set your mind to. Once more
she lifted her head, but immediately her abdominal muscles cramped up and she had to
curl in on herself to keep the pain from extinguishing her.
She couldn’t remember where she was, although she thought Deacon might be
nearby. If he was, he would come and get her soon and that would be all right. The stars
on the ceiling made her nauseous, and somehow she knew her mother had put them there
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to spite her. Her mother collected stars obsessively. What’s that called? Collectivism?
She knew that wasn’t right, but couldn’t see why not. Those who mind don’t matter and
those who matter don’t mind. The words kept pulsating in her brain until they became
torturous in their nursery rhyme lilt. It was like getting pummeled over and over again by
little songbirds, their beaks sticking in her brain, their wings beating against the outside
as they tried to free themselves.
~
Suzanne and Gary took turns checking on Phoebe throughout the night, putting
cool washcloths over her eyes and placing Neosporin and bandages over the places she
scratched. She threw up twice, and Suzanne pulled the sheets out from under her and laid
down towels. A couple of times she talked in her sleep, words in a strange accent
addressed to someone whose name Suzanne didn’t recognize.
Probably they were lines from one of Phoebe’s old projects. She was an actress,
and a good one, Suzanne and Gary thought. Her career had launched when she tried out
for her junior high play by reciting “The Raven,” her favorite poem. She insisted on
rehearsing in front of the family every day at breakfast in the weeks leading up to the
audition. During that time she’d had endless energy, and for a while she even insisted on
going to sleep in her clothes for the next day so she wouldn’t have to waste time getting
dressed in the morning.
After the first four days of rehearsals her brother and sister took to holding their
hands over their ears, and even Suzanne became tired of all the depressing “nevermores.”
Still, Phoebe wasn’t put off easily.
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“Did you know that Edgar Allan Poe thought first of making the bird a parrot?”
Suzanne shook her head. “I wish he had made it a parrot. It might be a better
poem.”
She had meant it to be a joke, but it must have come out more stinging than that
because Phoebe decided not to rehearse in front of the family any more, although
Suzanne could still hear every word through the bedroom wall each morning.
In high school Phoebe moved on to Shakespeare productions at the community
theater. In college she majored in theater, moving to LA only after graduation. “No
matter what you want to do,” Gary had lectured her, “a degree will serve you well.”
Suzanne, though, had been proud of her daughter for choosing an artistic path, maybe
because she herself had chosen safely: a career in nursing and then a family.
And Phoebe had been successful. She was beautiful in a peaceful, golden way,
and she’d been cast in minor roles for several blockbusters. It was a thrill for Suzanne
and Gary, going to a full theater and seeing their daughter up on the screen and her name
in the credits after.
“It’s only bit parts,” she used to complain. “I’m always the token female.”
“The best there is,” Gary would say. “And don’t forget that you’re paying your
dues with those tokens. You’ll be the lead soon enough. Be patient.”
But patience was never Phoebe’s strong suit and now those days of imminent
stardom seemed far-removed, with their daughter lying broken and shaking in a locked
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room of their own devising. “I’m already tired,” she said to Gary, as he brought more
clean towels up the stairs.
He shrugged, balancing the stack of towels with his chin. “Have you changed
your mind?”
She couldn’t tell what he wanted her answer to be. “No,” she said. “Never.”
~
The air around Phoebe was crinkling and shining like foil, and she thought
vaguely that it might be from all the sweat leaking out of her body. She hoped she
wouldn’t start a fire somehow.
“I’d like some feedback on my performance,” she said.
When she looked down she saw there was some feedback on her pillow, and,
nauseated, she pushed it off the bed so she wouldn’t have to look.
She was trying to remember exactly where she might be in the world when her
mother walked into the room. “There has to be a plot if this is going to work,” Phoebe
told her.
“A plot is the exact thing we’re trying to avoid,” she said.
“Are you playing me?” Phoebe’s stomach ached and she wondered if that woman
standing there was really her mother.
“No. Go back to sleep.” The woman who may or may not have been her mother
left the room again, and Phoebe wished she would stop coming in and out. She couldn’t
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sleep, because her head was aching and she remembered that for some reason she hadn’t
filled her scripts before she came. Her sheets were wet, and she wondered why her
mother would give her wet sheets. Had she thrown water over her head to wake her up?
She never used to do that, Phoebe thought. That’s only something people did in the
movies.
~
Suzanne took a bowl of soup into Phoebe’s room and tried to spoon it into her
mouth. Phoebe kept spitting it up, though, and eventually she threw her hand out and sent
the bowl flying across the room. The noise brought Gary in, and he stood by the bed and
looked at their patient, whose eyes were more awake but whose skin looked worse,
chalky and wet at the same time. The whole day she’d been crying with anger, shaking,
yelling bits and pieces of nonsense and paranoia.
“I’m going to die here,” she said.
Gary shook his head. “No, you’re not.”
“You’re killing me.”
Neither of them answered.
“Men have died,” she said. “But not for love.”
Gary walked across the room and picked up the bowl and spoon. “But not for love
we sure as hell wouldn’t be here right now. Do you have to go to the bathroom?”
~
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When Suzanne brought a basket of laundry to the basement that night Gary was
sitting in the dark in the ragged old loveseat that had stuffing coming out the sides. “What
are you doing down here?” she asked. She switched on the light and set the laundry on
the washing machine.
Gary had his glasses on and was scrolling through his phone. “I get better
reception in the basement. Go figure.”
Suzanne laughed. She began taking the clean clothes out of the dryer. “We didn’t
even have a landline here when I was growing up.” She held up one of Gary’s old t-shirts
and shook it out against her legs.
“Well, we won’t mention the spotty service when we put it on the market.”
She pressed her lips together and then shook her head, once, quickly. “I told you,
no. We’ll make it work.”
Gary stood up. He bumped his head against the paper light fixture and it swayed
back and forth, casting a strip of light against the walls. “It’s not just the money,
anymore. I don’t think I can come back here after this.”
Suzanne stayed silent for a moment, the t-shirt now wadded in her hands. “Well,
we’ll give it some time, anyways.”
Gary held his phone up. “And James wants to know if we can come for
Christmas. I told him we will.”
She folded the shirt carefully and added it to the stack of clean clothes. “That
sounds nice.”
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“So we’ll buy the tickets?”
“Let’s wait and see.”
Gary took his glasses off and rubbed his face. “Suzanne,” he said. “When will it
be over?”
At this question, she felt the kind of pure anger toward her husband that she
hadn’t experienced in years. The kind she used to feel when she had small children and
everything Gary did seemed strange and unaccountable. “I can’t decide it’s over. It’s not
up to me.”
He tried to put his arms around her but she pushed him away. “I know,” he said.
“But she’s not going to decide. And someone has to, eventually.”
~
Over the next three days Suzanne and Gary became more and more tired. Suzanne
hadn’t done all-night shift work in years, and her body wasn’t used to it anymore. Gary
was older than her and should have been getting a full night’s sleep in a real bed. As her
parents wore out, though, Phoebe became better. She began sitting up and eating by
herself. The vomiting and diarrhea subsided and she even laughed sometimes when she
was feeling really good.
“I’m locked in a cabin in the woods,” she said. “This kind of thing never ends
well.”
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She grew stronger and they grew weaker. Suzanne and Gary found themselves
having less patience for her. They began to hate her again. “Does it ever cross your
mind,” Suzanne said, “that your actions affect the entire family?”
“It honestly doesn’t,” she said. She was sitting up in bed with a cup of tea in her
hands, which were still trembling slightly. “Nothing crosses my mind at all. It feels like
I’m being chased, sometimes, and either I can’t think of anything or I think of everything
at the same time and none of it makes any sense.”
“Do you remember,” Suzanne said, “that play you did your junior year? ‘Exit,
pursued by bear?’ You said it was the most famous stage direction of all time.”
“Yeah?” She spilled a little tea on the coverlet without noticing, and Suzanne
didn’t point it out.
“I don’t know. Something about being chased.”
Phoebe smiled, but it wasn’t a lovely smile at all. Suzanne wondered if her beauty
was gone for good or if some of it might be salvaged.
“Maybe I should move here for real, for a while,” she said. “Get away from work
and get my head straight.”
Next she would ask for the keys to the car, Suzanne knew. Probably she would
say she just needed to go to the city to collect her things and that she would come straight
back. It was what Suzanne had hoped for—her daughter’s eyes clear and asking to stay—
but instead of feeling relieved she had the sensation that something was tightening around
her, that something leaden was dragging her down.
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“Of course,” she said. “I think that’s a wonderful idea.”
The lock turned in the door and for a moment Suzanne couldn’t remember why it
was there in the first place or whether she was being locked in or out. Her world was
reduced to that heavy clink of metal, and she felt the powerful urge to run offstage.
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CHAPTER 10
APRÉS
I never wanted to chaperone the trip, but Barb Anderson caught the flu from her nanny
and I owed her a favor. My son wasn’t even old enough to go.
Charlie was in the fifth grade that year, and it was only the junior high youth
group who would be taking the spring break trip because the younger children were too
difficult to manage and liable to hurt themselves by bombing down the mountain.
Personally, I didn’t like the idea of ski vacations for kids at all—even high-school aged
ones—because skiing always seemed to me like something only the very wealthy do, like
playing polo or pronouncing bruschetta the Italian way.
But it wasn’t about any of that, it was about introducing our children to new
experiences, about letting them have fun in a shared bonding experience—couldn’t I
understand that? Couldn’t I let go and enjoy myself a little? Barb sniffled over the phone
when I mentioned something about not having the right clothes and not being able to ski.
“They just need one more parent to maintain the legal adult-to-child ratio, or some such
like that,” she said. “You can borrow my things, but you don’t have to go out on the
slopes, or anything. Don’t worry, Sam, they just need an extra body for the count.” And it
seemed inarguable that my body would do.
Barb’s ski clothes were hideous. I found the ski suit, hat, gloves, and goggles
crammed into two crumpled Whole Foods bags that had been left on my front porch
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while I was at school. The outfit was an eighties one-piece number, hot pink and belted at
the waist. The tag said “one size fits all” but I doubted if the belt would be able to close
around my middle. Barb was one of those women who claimed she would rather die than
go on a diet, while somehow managing to stay as slender as a wand. I carried the bags
inside and left them on the entryway rug along with my purse. My keys and sunglasses I
threw on the nearest coffee table, wincing at the sound of metal and plastic meeting
wood. Charlie greeted me with a smile and a wave as I walked into the kitchen, his mouth
full of cheerios, dripping milk onto the countertop.
The school bus usually got Charlie home earlier than me since I had to manage
the office front desk until pick-up was over. I’d spent that afternoon listening with rapt
attention to the dramatic ups and downs of Kimberly Morris’s kitchen renovation,
fielding questions about the grading methods employed in Mr. Linney’s ninth-grade
geometry class, and scheduling three sets of concerned parents to meet with the vice
principal the week after next. “Why not next week? Why not the principal?” they asked.
“Vice Principal O’Leary will be more than able to respond to your concerns,” I assured
them. “And next week is spring break, so we want you and your family to have a nice rest
from school.”
I leaned over the countertop to kiss the top of Charlie’s head. “Hey there. How do
you always get so sweaty at school? Isn’t middle school supposed to be a classroom
affair?”
He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I played kickball during lunch
break. Except Xander said we should try playing with a basketball, instead, and he kicked
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it really hard and nailed Ben L. right in the head. Ben’s eye swelled shut, so then we
weren’t allowed to play anymore.”
“Is Ben alright?”
“Yeah. At first he kept screaming, ‘I’m blind, I’m blind,’ but he just needed an
icepack. Now Xander’s got detention forever, though.”
I sorted through some mail that Charlie had left on the kitchen counter—several
bills, a few catalogues, some coupons, and a letter from my attorney. “Well, that’s good, I
guess. I mean, you can’t go around kicking people in the head. How was the rest of your
day?”
“Good.” Charlie got up and started to take his backpack to his room.
“Hey, bowl in the sink.”
He turned back to retrieve his dish, dragging his bag on the floor. “Can you
believe how lucky Ben L. is?” he asked.
“What, to get hit in the head with a basketball?” I threw the catalogues in the
trash, and they made a heavy sound at the bottom of the bin.
“No, I told you yesterday. He gets to go to Disneyland for spring break. Him and
Tristan and Finn are going to California with Ben’s new stepdad. How cool is that?”
“Oh yeah, I forgot. That is pretty cool.” I set the bills down and looked at Charlie.
His eyes were huge, like he hadn’t gotten enough sleep the night before. I made a mental
note to check in on him at night, to make sure he wasn’t playing video games with the
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door closed and the lights off. “Are you sure you’re okay spending the week at your
grandmother’s? She’s so excited to see you.”
“Ugh,” Charlie rolled his eyes. “She’ll make me eat the weirdest food, like she
did last time.”
“Kimchi isn’t weird, Charlie, it’s Korean, and it’s good for you.” He rolled his
eyes at me—a new habit he’d probably picked up from Xander.
I couldn’t help but feel a little bad for the kid, though, spending his spring break
getting spoon-fed fermented cabbage. Mrs. Kim liked to maintain some sense of cultural
tradition, even though Charlie would have been happier with warmed-up chicken
nuggets. I remember that the first time I met her Robert said, “Make sure you eat at least
a little of my mother’s food, just to be polite.” As if I was a child who needed to be told.
When I dropped him off, Charlie gave me a hug and told me I should learn to ski
while I was there. “Not likely,” I said, “but we’ll see.” Mrs. Kim pulled me aside into her
dark green sitting room where she liked to vacuum her Persian rug and write personal
notes to celebrities she admired.
“How are things going?” she asked, clutching my elbow with her long, manicured
nails.
“Oh, you know.”
“I just want you to know how sorry I am.” She gazed into my eyes without
blinking.
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“There’s no need for you to be sorry,” I said. “Thank you so much for watching
Charlie. You’re really helping me out.”
I hurried out of the house with a great deal of noise and happy bluster, gathering
to my chest an orange silk pashmina that Mrs. Kim had pushed on me—“I thought of you
as soon as I saw it”—as well as Charlie’s extra pillow that he decided he didn’t need after
all.
“Bye, be good.” I shook the car keys in their general direction and tried to
imagine Charlie having a good time with his grandmother.
~
We flew into Boulder and drove in a big van to the ski resort, all of us wearing
matching green neon sweatshirts so nobody would get lost and also because Lynn
Heaney’s husband owns a textile printing company and gave us fifty percent off the
group order.
By the time we checked into the hotel I had a terrible headache because the girls
hadn’t stopped squealing the entire trip. In the airport I walked over to the huddled group
to see what they were shrieking about, but as soon as I approached they turned toward me
and put their phones behind their backs, smiling. The boys were hardly any better
behaved, but at least their voices weren’t as scrapingly high-pitched and I didn’t feel
quite so much like slapping them.
At the hotel I was placed in a room with Cheryl Tanner, who had been Charlie’s
Sunday school teacher when he was in the first grade. As soon as we got settled she
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started unwrapping all the soaps and breaking the seals on the shampoo bottles. “I have to
tell you, Sam, I have an absolute mania for opening things,” she said, ripping the plastic
coverings off of all the drinking glasses.
“You must love Christmas then.”
“Oh my goodness, Christmas is like—”
She stood there with her mouth open and her hands frozen in midair, the silence
spreading into the foreseeable future. “Your favorite holiday?” I suggested.
“Yes, but I was looking for a certain word—for joy, you know, but like a kind of
bird? Oh well, I’m so forgetful these days I swear I have to count my kids every night
just to make sure I didn’t leave one in the grocery store or something.”
“You have three, right?” I said, unzipping my suitcase and digging around for the
bottle of Tylenol I knew was in there somewhere. “Conner is in Charlie’s class and—”
“Ah! Charlie Kim. Such a sweet young boy. I’m always telling everyone Charlie
Kim is a good one. I remember one time in my Sunday school class he made the sweetest
little paper angel I’ve ever seen and gave it to little Shannon McCreary. Did you hear
about Shannon? Apparently she got caught kissing a boy in the locker room during gym
class, so her mother’s homeschooling her for the rest of the year. At least it wasn’t
Charlie, thank goodness. I think it was one of the Belmont twins.”
I nodded and tried to remember a Shannon McCreary in Charlie’s grade. “Was
she a redhead?”
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“Yes, cutest thing in the world, too. It’s a shame these girls grow up so fast. April
just the other day asked me if she could get a tattoo. I told her she was barking up the
wrong tree if she thought I was the type of mother to sign off on that kind of behavior.”
“It’s normal, though, for young girls to experiment, isn’t it?” I wasn’t really
listening, because Mrs. Kim had just texted me to say that Charlie was doing fine. He’s a
good one, that Charlie Kim.
“Oh, I don’t know about all that—,” Cheryl went on to expound her thoughts on
the proper limits of experimentation for young girls while I unpacked and prepared for a
week that I could only foresee as ranging from mildly to severely excruciating.
~
As it turned out, though, I didn’t have to worry about spending an entire week in
ski bunny hell, because Emily Caldwell disappeared on Tuesday, only two days after
we’d arrived. The kids all skied together the first day, but then on Tuesday the more
advanced ones split off from the group to try different areas of the mountain. Emily
Caldwell was apparently skiing with Meredith and a girl named Sophie when she told
them she wanted to take a couple of runs alone.
“We said we didn’t think it was a good idea,” Meredith told us tearfully. “We said
she should stay with us.” That’s when Emily took off down a black diamond that
Meredith and Sophie couldn’t ski, so they continued down the mountain on the blue run
they had been planning to take. When they got to the bottom they figured Emily just
wanted to be alone, so they kept skiing without her and it was about three hours later
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when everyone met for dinner that we realized Emily was missing. Blue lights flashed on
the snow and ski patrollers combed the mountains.
In the early morning the mothers convened in the hotel hallway. “It’s a pity when
we already paid for the week-long passes,” Cheryl whispered. “Not to mention the
accommodations.”
I was in my flannel pajamas and flip-flops. Cheryl was wearing her neon
sweatshirt over a pair of velour track pants, Missy Blailick was in a silk nightie and
slippers, and Jen Lewis was clutching a white fluffy robe around her middle so tightly it
looked like she was trying to staunch a stomach wound.
“What in the world could have happened?” she asked. Her hair was in a bun on
the top of her head and her face seemed sallow under the fluorescent hotel lighting.
Cheryl shook her head. “I’m sure the girl’s just run off somewhere and we’ll hear
from her in a day or two. And then we’ll all have gone home for nothing.”
“We can’t stay here.” This from Missy, who was staring into the distance and
biting her nails. “I’m taking Meredith home tomorrow. As soon as possible.” She closed
her eyes. “I’ve already looked at flights and there’s one leaving at nine. It has three seats
on it.”
“Three seats?” I said. I had to remind myself to keep my voice low. “And just
what are the rest of us supposed to do, stuck here with eighteen scared-to-death kids? Ski
home?”
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“Seventeen,” said Jen Lewis. “Seventeen kids. It’s supposed to snow all night.
That’s what the police said.”
Cheryl shot Jen a dirty look. “We don’t know that yet. That’s a ridiculous thing to
say.”
“Cheryl’s right.” I shook my head. “There’s no way we can leave here without
Emily. We can talk to the kids again. Maybe one of them knows where she went and isn’t
saying. Or the police will find her.”
“Emily’s parents are flying in tomorrow.” We all turned again to Missy, whose
eyes had been closed this whole time. It seemed like she might be sleeping, except that
she was standing up, leaning against the doorframe of her room. She looked beautiful and
she looked asleep. “Her parents are flying in tomorrow, and I don’t want to be here when
they get in.”
~
Nobody found out exactly what happened to Emily Caldwell—not why she
disappeared, where she went, with whom—nothing. After a week the Denver police said
we could go back to Phoenix and that they would continue to work on the case and call us
if they had any questions. One of the ski instructors said he thought they would probably
find her body when the snow melted in the summer, that something like that had
happened at a mountain he’d skied in Vermont. “Was she drinking?” The police wanted
to know. “Did she have access to alcohol? Did she have a history of drug abuse? Was she
in contact with anyone in the area?”
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“No,” we said. “Not that we know of. Not that we’ve heard.”
I hadn’t even known Emily Caldwell’s name until the day after we arrived. The
girls all looked alike to me, always standing grouped together like a flock of birds. They
were one species—they ate the same things, listened to the same music, talked in the
same rhythmic, tired manner, and smiled in the same mean, humorless way.
On Monday afternoon we all met at the ski lodge for lunch, the kids and the other
chaperones having been out on the slopes all morning. Their cheeks were red from the
cold and wind and their eyes glowed over the zippers of their jackets. There was the
sound of scraping chairs on the wood floor as we pushed tables together and the kids
jostled each other to get the seats they wanted. The two-toned thumping steps of their ski
boots was like the beating of so many hearts. They tossed their ski goggles, scarves, and
gloves onto the tabletops, and eventually we had to ask for some rags from the kitchen to
wipe up the pools of water forming under the various snow-lined articles.
I was on my way back from the bathroom when I noticed Lydia Pivens and a girl
whose name I didn’t know sniggering together in the corner, standing head to head and
looking down at a phone while the rest of the kids were eating.
“Hey girls,” I said, smiling. “What are you looking at?”
“Nothing, Mrs. Kim,” said Lydia.
I held my hand out for the phone and the other girl handed it over. On the screen
was a picture of April Tanner, asleep with her mouth hanging open and her shirt stretched
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up to reveal the pale white skin on her midriff, where a boy was writing something with a
marker. I turned the phone off. “Alright. I’m keeping this until the trip is over.”
“Wait a second, Mrs. Kim, that’s my phone,” said the girl. “I need it.”
“No you don’t. You can use the hotel phone to explain to your parents why you’re
not checking in and you’ll get it back when we’re on the way home. Don’t worry, I won’t
lose it.” I walked back to the table before she could protest again, dodging the puddles of
melting snow on the floor.
That evening, when Cheryl and I were watching the kids play cards and games in
the lobby, I pointed out the girl whose phone I had taken and asked Cheryl what her name
was. “Who, Adriane Berry? Oh, no, I see, that’s Emily Caldwell. Her parents are very
wealthy,” she said. “Her dad’s sort of elderly now, but he made it big in the computer
industry when he was younger. You should see her mother, though. She’s a yoga
instructor at the club where Harry golfs.”
Emily looked just like the others, from what I could remember after, when I was
trying to recollect everything and answer questions for the police. I was interviewed by
Officer Christy, a friendly woman in her mid-thirties in plainclothes who recorded
everything I said with a little device in her lap. I told her that Emily had seemed just like
the other girls. That the last two days she’d worn cable-knit sweaters—gray one day, I
think, sea-foam green the other—and that her shoulder-length brown hair was cut in that
perfectly blunt style that favors shining, healthy young heads.
“So you have her phone?” said Officer Christy.
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“Yes, here it is.” I dug it out of my purse and she set it in her lap by the voice
recorder.
“We were wondering about that,” she said. “We thought she may have placed a
call to someone after she was last seen.”
“There’s no service on the mountain, anyway. She wouldn’t have been able to call
anyone.”
Christy nodded. “Even so, the phone would have sent a signal to the nearest
tower.”
“Oh,” I answered, lamely. “I didn’t realize.”
“And you said you only met Emily a few days ago?”
“Yes. My son is actually in the fifth grade. I wasn’t even supposed to chaperone
this trip except that my friend got sick and, well, her husband is handling my divorce for
me so I owed her a favor. That’s why I’m here. I can’t even ski.”
“So you weren’t out on the mountain with the kids?”
“No. I waited both days in my room and in the lodge, reading, mostly. Sometimes
I watched TV, but the stuff they have on in the daytime is really awful, you know, so
mostly I was reading.”
“Did you notice if Emily was eating properly while she was here?”
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I shook my head. “I mean, I didn’t notice anything. Why? Did the others notice
something? I only met the girl the day before yesterday, so I don’t know how she usually
eats.”
“That’s okay, we just want to know everything you noticed, that’s all.”
Later I asked Cheryl about the eating question and she said she told the cops
about a rumor going around that Emily had some sort of eating disorder. She said that
April heard something about it at school, and that Emily had indeed been looking
skinnier lately. But what did any of it have to do with anything, I wanted to ask. So what
if Emily had gotten skinnier and skinner until you couldn’t tell the difference between her
and a clothes hanger—what did that have to do with disappearing off a ski slope?
~
It seemed like everyone had a favorite theory about what had happened to Emily
by the time we came home. Charlie told me that some of the junior high kids were
circulating a story about a snowboard murderer who wore night vision goggles and killed
any skier who was still on the slopes after the sun had set. A group of high school girls
said that Emily had hooked up with a movie director who just happened to be in Colorado
at the same time, skiing with his wife and children. They said she’d gone home with him
to be his kids’ nanny and maybe score a role in his next project. The police questioned
them, though, and they admitted that they hadn’t even known Emily.
Mrs. Kim thought that maybe Emily had gotten pregnant and decided to kill
herself. “Well, but where’s the body?” I said. “Why didn’t they find her when the snow
melted?” All of the parents worried about predators of various kinds, and a few were
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certain that Emily was, at that very moment, trapped in the basement of some strange
religious sect in Colorado Springs. Some thought she’d just taken off, run away. That
maybe she had a secret boyfriend who she arranged to meet that night. Or that she had
simply hitchhiked her way into a new life.
After all, it’s not that unusual. Girls disappear all the time. They disappear from
parking lots and daycare centers and fraternity house basements. They sink beneath lake
water and laptop screens and fashion magazines, the tops of their heads just barely visible
if you’re lucky, if it’s not too late. Sometimes they crawl so far into themselves that
there’s nothing left to see but a head of hair and a pair of skinny jeans. When Emily
disappeared, though, it wasn’t like that. I know, because I saw her after.
~
Charlie and I were in the Target parking lot, getting some supplies for his art
project about the ancient Egyptians. This was about six months later. Emily’s parents had
just sold their home in the valley and were rumored to be taking solace on an island in
Greece. We were pulling out of the lot and into the intersection when I saw her in the
passenger seat of a car going in the other direction. She was wearing a white tank top and
her hair was pulled back. She was smiling, and her hands were making some kind of
motion in the air. She might have been dancing, or maybe just gesturing, talking to the
person at the wheel.
“Oh my God,” I said, catching my breath and pressing myself back into my seat,
as if I was scared to let her see me.
“What?” said Charlie. “Is it dad?”
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“No, it’s—I saw—Emily Caldwell. She was just there. In that car.” Charlie turned
to look, but the car had gone.
“Do you really think it was her?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“Should we call the police?”
I pulled over and fumbled for my cell phone. I tried to dial, but my hands were
shaking and I had to pass the phone to Charlie so that he could press the buttons. I talked
to an operator who said they would pass along my message and that an officer would get
in touch with me if they needed more information.
When we got home I called Cheryl immediately. “Oh, honey,” she said. “I’ve
thought I’ve seen her around before, too. It’s natural, but don’t let it get to you too
much.” No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t explain it to her right, couldn’t make it
sound more true.
For months afterward I talked about Emily to anyone who would listen, but
eventually I came to hear the weariness in people’s voices when they told me that she
was gone, that I had to let it go. Jen Lewis and Missy Blailick stopped returning my calls
and Barb told me that her therapist said seeing Emily was my mind’s way of coping with
the unbearable guilt of having taken away her cell phone and possibly her last chance at
survival. Mrs. Kim said gently that I should think about getting a hobby—something
relaxing, like painting or hiking. I knew they were all talking about me, talking about my
delusions and taking bets on whether or not I’d ever really lose it.
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Charlie was the only one who said he believes me, but I’m not sure if he was just
humoring me. “I think she might be anywhere,” he said. I tell everyone, that Charlie Kim
is a good one. “Sometimes people aren’t here, but that doesn’t mean they’re nowhere.
They could just be someplace different.”
I have no idea where she might be now, but the God’s honest truth is that I saw
Emily Caldwell driving by the Target parking lot in Phoenix, alive and healthy and real
six months after she disappeared off a ski slope in Colorado.
And she wasn’t real in the way dreams are real or in the way that the magic of
Christmas is real. I mean that I saw her with my own eyes and that I’ll never forget the
way her face and hands were lit up with—with—joy—you know the word? But like a
certain kind of bird? You can’t forget something like that.
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CHAPTER 11
THE LIFE-CHANGING MAGIC OF TIDYING UP
It was his niece, Kathryn, who hired me. Or rather, his grandniece, by marriage. She’d
found my phone number online, listed on the employment website where my daughter
had registered my information a few weeks earlier.
“I’m not going to lie, Rachel,” she said. Her voice came through strongly on the
phone, and I remember thinking that she sounded like so many women I had worked for
in the past. “It’s not an easy job. My uncle is very sick.” She exhaled, paused. “Well, not
actually sick. He’s very old, and his house—he just can’t take care of it anymore, and we
don’t live in California—we can’t get out there as often as we should.”
I told her I understood, being eager for the work. My days had become long and
tedious since my daughter and her husband made their move to Colorado the month
before, and besides, I’d seen enough in my time. I figured this job couldn’t be much
worse than some of the others. And it wasn’t worse, exactly. It was just much more
difficult.
The client’s name was Isamu Hara, and he told me right away that he was ninetyeight years old and that I wasn’t to expect anything from him. He didn’t look more than
eighty to me, but it was hard to tell since I’ve never known anyone that age. My
grandparents and parents all died in their sixties and early seventies, in hospitals, in debt,
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in Missouri and Illinois. Bad genes, I’m told, although the smoking and drinking could
not have helped.
“Very old,” he said when we met, looking at me and pointing to his chest . I
could have seen as much on my own. His shoulders curved over his neck and forced him
to look at the floor as he shuffled around in a worn-out pair of women’s house slippers,
the kind with fur on the toe strap and plenty of cushioning at the heel.
His parrot—who, Isamu told me, was also ninety-eight—lived in a similar state of
neglect. Her name was Yuki, and she might have been handsome except that she had
plucked so many of the feathers from her body. By the time I met her, only her head and
the tips of her wings were still white, and even her head had a thin line of baldness
running down the middle from where she rubbed it compulsively against the kitchen
doorframe.
Yuki didn’t have a cage, so she was free to follow Isamu everywhere, using her
claws to climb up the backs of chairs and onto windowsills where she could swing,
launching herself after his slow, swaying frame. It was creepy, how she see-sawed her
way from place to place on her strong, stocky legs, which looked like they should belong
by rights to something other than a bird. But Isamu loved her like a daughter, despite her
naked body and her beady fish eyes. “Pretty little,” she would squawk, and Isamu would
giggle in the high-pitched way he had and stroke her head. “Yes, you pretty little, you.”
It wasn’t just Yuki, either. Isamu loved all animals and was a devout Buddhist. As
a result, I wasn’t allowed to vacuum or use harsh cleaning materials, as I might
accidentally kill an ant or a spider. Instead, I limited myself to scrubbing with soap and
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water at the windows. I used old newspapers to shuffle up the lines of black ants that
haunted the kitchen, walking them out of the house and into the garden where I would
shake them into the grass or gravel, probably not as gently as Isamu would have liked.
Even from outside the house I could hear Yuki chattering the phrases she knew over and
over again and Isamu singing back to her in his own words, which might have been
Japanese but didn’t sound like it.
I would have done anything for a few hours in the house by myself to clean in
earnest. The birdshit was the most obvious problem. It was everywhere. There might
have been several years’ worth of buildup, but then again maybe it was only a few
days’—it’s hard to tell with birdshit, because any amount is too much. Kathryn scheduled
me to visit Isamu twice a week, but that was hardly enough to keep the place in anything
resembling decent shape, especially since every mess I cleaned up he and Yuki would
make again, and with a vengeance.
Isamu himself became dirtier as the weeks went on. Once I tried to get him to let
me wash his clothes, but he screamed at me in Japanese and then became sullen and
silent, walking around for the rest of the day slamming cupboards and doors. After that, I
stopped trying to make him do things he didn’t want to, although maybe I shouldn’t have
given up so quickly. There were times when I thought about restraining him like I might
have done with a child. He was much smaller than me, and it would have been easy.
He made it clear from the beginning that he resented my interference, only
allowing me to come in at all after I agreed to show him the insides of my pockets and
handbag as I entered the house and then again before I left for the day. He was paranoid
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about getting robbed, or burgled, as he called it, and he often told me of real-life people
all over the country who’d had things stolen right out of their houses. It happened every
day, he assured me. His eyes lit up whenever he got the chance to describe to me all of
the world’s colorful dangers, and if crime ever did stop, I think he really might have died
from disappointment.
To gather material, he read several newspapers every morning and then re-read
them in the afternoon. I think he watched the nightly news, as well, although the
television was never on when I was there. As I attempted to clean, he would regale me
with the latest stories of kidnappings, high-speed car chases, and exploding houses—that
last from the drugs being cooked in them, apparently. “They make the drugs in the—what
do you call it—the microwave, and they sell to tiny children on the street. You can’t tell,
either, what houses. Only the police can tell.”
When he said this, I was stacking leaves of shit-stained newspapers, one on top of
the other, at random. I’d started out trying to organize them by date but was quick to give
it up. “My daughter microwaved an entire bowl of candy with the foil wrappers on, once,
and the whole thing exploded. Such a mess. I really thought the apartment might burn
down.”
But he had no interest in me, or my life, and only responded at all when I
attempted to throw something away. “No! I need that,” he would say. “For later.” Then,
with startling speed he would snatch whatever it was—a plastic spoon with the handle
broken off, a packet of ketchup covered in ants—and wrap it carefully in a napkin or a bit
of newspaper and take it into another room, away from my burgling hands.
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After my first week of work, I called Kathryn and told her I couldn’t continue
with the job. “I’m not making a dent in the mess. He’s afraid I’ll steal from him. And, to
be frank, the place is a health hazard. There’s nothing I can do.”
But she wouldn’t let me quit. She said my visits were helpful just to get her uncle
up and moving, to check in on him, to give him someone to talk to besides the parrot.
“We’ve submitted him for an independence assessment and a home visit, but it’s taking a
long time. The whole thing’s a nightmare, really.”
“I’m a cleaning lady.”
“Yes.” She paused. “But the others—the nurses and the big cleaning crews—he
wouldn’t even let them in the house. He must like you.”
I was flattered by that, and it didn’t hurt either that she was paying me more than
generously. In the end, I resolved to do as much cleaning as Isamu would allow and to
consider the rest of my time as being spent in providing him with my company, however
unwanted and unhelpful that might actually be.
Eventually we were able to settle into a routine that was equally disagreeable for
the both of us. I liked to goad him into little outbursts by picking up various objects and
pretending to throw them away. “But, Mr. Hara, when will you ever use this?” I’d ask,
whether I was holding up a chipped souvenir keychain from San Francisco or a plastic
flowerpot filled, for mysterious reasons, with Styrofoam peanuts. “This is old! This is
trash!”
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“No!” he’d say, rushing toward me with outstretched arms. “I need that. That is
very useful.”
One time I did try to clean out the kitchen, but almost as soon as I opened the
refrigerator I had to give it up. There were open boxes of takeout lying sideways, pints of
ice-cream that had melted out of their containers and were pooling at the bottom of the
vegetable drawers, a plastic bag spilling out what might have been grapes. With two
fingers, I lifted an empty takeout carton from the pile of old food and started to throw it
away, but Isamu stopped me and told me to put it back. This time I did argue with him,
but he and Yuki began screaming at me in unison, and after just a few minutes I returned
the box to its shelf and shut the refrigerator door.
As the two of them were calming down, I went outside and stood in the sun,
trying to think thoughts that were unpolluted and new and that didn’t smell like much of
anything. “What are you doing?” Isamu shouted from inside the house. “Don’t touch
those plants! And stop opening the windows!”
Luckily for me, Kathryn was able to issue my paychecks directly from Isamu’s
accounts, otherwise I would have been compensated exclusively in reprimands and true
crime stories. Several years ago, Isamu had a stroke and spent three weeks in the hospital,
afterward naming his nephew, Kathryn’s husband, legal guardian of the estate. Ever since
then, Isamu hadn’t been able to write or distinguish numbers, and he didn’t have children
of his own to take over his affairs. Or, none that I knew of—no pictures on the walls, at
least, and he only ever spoke of Yuki, never mentioning his nephew or his dead wife at
all.
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I thought it was a shame that he’d never had children, because anyone could tell
there was plenty of money. The house was a small ranch-style situated on a hill with a
view of the ocean, and there was a gravel drive and a pink front porch that sloped down
at one side. The property stretched out for what looked like two acres, and it had to have
been worth a fortune, even covered as it was in sage scrub and jacarandas, diseased
eucalyptus and a few scattered clumps of ancient-looking citrus trees. Trails of
bougainvillea and ivy vines had grown up and into the house’s siding, and the paint was
peeling off the walls in large strips. There was a pool out back, but it was empty by the
time I saw it, with only some algae stains and broken, yellowing tiles at the bottom. The
whole place was overhung with the smell of heat and age—not pleasant or unpleasant,
exactly, but like a weight that kept me from wanting to go too far in any one direction.
To combat this feeling, I liked to air out the house as soon as I arrived in the
morning, hoping some far-off ocean breeze would make its way to us. Isamu would
follow behind at his painfully halting pace, shutting everything up again because he was
afraid that Yuki would escape, although we both knew that she could only fly about as
well as a chicken and wouldn’t get very far even if she wanted to.
Once, when I was taking some trash to the bins out back, I saw a little garden
snake sunning in the shallow end of the pool, stretched out on the bleached concrete. I let
out a scream—I’ve always been deathly afraid of snakes—and ran to the house. In the
weeks following, Yuki took to uttering a shriek in exact imitation of my own, and hearing
myself like that, coming from the other side of the room, never failed to shock me. I
would recoil every time it happened, and then Isamu would look at me as if I was the
most ridiculous creature he’d ever set eyes on. Meanwhile, his beloved Yuki might be
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sitting on his shoulder, or clawing her way over the high-pile carpet, the naked strip of
skin on her scalp coming out in goosebumps and her neck so long and thin that a baby
could have gripped it like a rattle.
Isamu possessed one trait, though, which nearly made up for Yuki and everything
else. He had a somewhat noble way of giving things more value than they actually
deserved. I, on the other hand, have never been precious about my possessions. I buy
things for as little as possible and use them up until they’re gone. When my daughter,
Alex, was ten, she asked to see my wedding ring—the one her father had given me. I
didn’t know what to tell her, so I just said that it was gone, that I didn’t have it anymore,
that I hadn’t had it for a long time. She asked me to describe it. Had the diamond been
sparkly? Was the band silver? And I said yes, but, really, I couldn’t even remember
whether the setting was square or round.
I don’t think that keeping the ring had ever even occurred to me as a thing I might
do. It was expensive, and I couldn’t afford to hold onto it after he left. And besides, by
the time I sold it, I had already spent my share of crying weeks, bed-ridden days,
mornings when I resented the fact that I would never be able to leave Alex and try again
somewhere new. I’m sure that my decision to sell the ring would have sent Isamu into an
apoplectic rage, such was his devotion to every object, no matter how ugly or useless,
that made its way into his possession.
If I threatened to throw away an old, coffee-stained paper cup, for instance, he
would take it in his hands and cradle it, holding it up to the light as if it was an honest-togod marvel of human engineering. Then he might stoop down very slowly and gather up
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a pile of napkins from the floor, stuffing them with great care into the cup. I don’t know
why he did most of these things. He never explained, except to say, “For later,” and,
“Very important.”
It wasn’t until I had been working at Isamu’s for a few months that I began to see
what he meant. The objects in his house gradually took on a sort of glow. A broken golf
pencil, in his hands, became a thing I had never seen before in my life. “This broken golf
pencil,” he seemed to say, “is an ideal model for a principle we have yet to discover.”
I tried the trick back in my own home, holding an empty box of cereal or a
cracked pair of sunglasses up to the light, looking for their secret, rarefied natures. But
things only ever spoke to me when Isamu was also looking at them. As much as I tried, I
couldn’t make even really special items communicate the same significance that he could
divine from an empty Coke can, and so I began to feel that urge—the one Isamu had,
from the beginning, warned me against—to squirrel away just one small item without his
noticing, to see if it would keep its magic somewhere else.
He still insisted on looking through my purse before I left the house, though, and
each time that he failed to find anything he seemed truly disappointed. I even imagined
stealing something just so he could have the pleasure of catching me in the act, except
that by then I knew he wouldn’t be satisfied afterward unless I spent a lifetime in prison
rotting for my crime. Isamu was not one for the proportional response. He believed in
ultimatums, and absolutes.
He could also be mean if he wanted to, and if he was in a certain mood. After my
brief exploration of his refrigerator I started worrying over what it was exactly that he ate
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every day, such an old man, and living alone. I decided to bring him a curry, one of the
few vegetarian dishes that I think I can make really well.
When I presented it to him, though, he waved it away with his delicate,
sunspotted hands, and I understood that I had done the wrong thing. I explained that I was
used to cooking for two or three, but that my daughter’s husband had found work out of
state and they’d moved away in April. That ever since, I’d always made too much for just
one.
“I know,” he said, as I worked my way into silence. His face had become
suddenly animated. “Get some fruit, from the yard, and we will have with.” He motioned
to the curry, and I seized the suggestion as a peace offering, with relief.
Outside, I started toward the closest scattering of citrus trees with my head bent,
watching the browning grass at my feet for snakes. When I neared the trees, I noticed
there were several oranges already on the ground. I kicked one over with my foot and
saw a precisely carved circle in the top, the skin having been hollowed out, cleanly, of all
the fruit that should have been inside. I picked it up and felt how light it was. When I
turned it over in my hand, so that the hole faced away from me, it looked perfectly
complete. There were other hollowed-out oranges on the ground, too, but the ones that
were still on the trees seemed to be intact and well-timed. I picked out several and,
carrying them in my arms together with the empty orange, walked back to the house.
Isamu and Yuki were unusually quiet when I came into the living room, and the
curry in its plastic container was sitting on a stack of newspapers on the coffee table.
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“I got the oranges,” I said, setting them down. “But something’s happened to this
one.” I held up the hollowed-out orange for Isamu’s inspection.
He smiled. “Oh, that’s too bad. The rats, they get to them.”
I peered into the orange skin. “No, look how perfect the hole is. Rats couldn’t
have done it.”
He nodded so emphatically that Yuki slid down his arm from her perch on his
shoulder and had to sidestep her way back up. “Rats. They live in the trees, you know?
They eat.” He pointed to the orange and clicked his teeth together in demonstration.
I thought about the tree branches I had just admired, their outlines moving back
and forth against the sharp blue of the sky—branches that could, equally well, have been
shaken by the breeze or by the scuttering of rat feet—and I threw the orange hollow away
from myself and watched as it came to a stop against the frayed, yellowing skirt of the
recliner’s slipcover. Isamu started talking again to Yuki as if nothing had happened, and I
escaped into the kitchen. For the rest of the day we each pretended the other didn’t exist.
When my hours were up, I wanted badly to leave the orange shell on the carpet. It
wouldn’t have made much of a difference, with the state of the house as it was. But,
before I left, I wrapped my hand in newspapers and picked it up, throwing it into the
dumpster by the pool, then I brought the curry home and ate it for dinner. It was
delicious, despite the citrusy aftertaste that by now I have convinced myself I imagined.
It was the week after that when I started sneaking some of my own things into
Isamu’s house, maybe out of revenge for the orange incident but at least partly for some
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better reason that I couldn’t name. The first time, I took a drugstore hairbrush that I’d had
forever—one with half the bristles broken off, so that it felt like running needles over
your scalp. When I felt sure that Isamu was absorbed in Yuki’s talk, I slipped it out of my
purse and placed it carefully on one of the bookshelves next to a framed picture of Albert
Einstein. That was a Tuesday. When I arrived at work on Thursday the hairbrush had
gone, and it gave me a thrill to know it had been assimilated into the house, even if I
hadn’t gotten to see Isamu hold it in his hands.
We continued this way for several weeks, me taking things in and then watching
as Isamu made them disappear. I brought the necklace that Alex made me when she was
six—the one with multicolored, raw tubes of pasta strung together—and presented it to
him. “Let me throw this away,” I said. “Can’t you see this is garbage? It’s falling apart.” I
gestured to the broken shards of macaroni and the gray, knotted cord.
He shook his head and pointed his finger at me. “No. This—this is very
important.” He grabbed the necklace and shuffled away to hide it somewhere safe. Yuki
flapped after him on the floor, and I wished that I could follow, too.
After the necklace, I gave Isamu the tie my father used to wear to funerals, the
scarf my mother sent me that time she visited Sarasota, and the nativity set my exhusband’s aunt gave him the first Christmas we spent together. These I scattered amongst
other offerings that had no significance whatsoever—a coupon I had gotten in the mail
for a dozen eggs at the local grocery store, a claim tag I still had from the coat check of
an event I couldn’t remember attending. Isamu accepted them all as if he had most
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certainly seen them before—and not only seen them, but treasured and valued them for
the better part of his life.
Sometimes I came away from my visits feeling energized and victorious. Other
days I went home with a migraine and crawled directly into bed, where I might not wake
up until noon the next day. Always I had a feeling like Isamu was doing something
important and that I had become a part of it.
I imagined I might go on forever, leaving things in Isamu’s house. The walls
seemed to expand to fit the belongings inside, or maybe I was just getting used to the way
it was. The day I discovered him on the floor, I had brought him a blank post card—the
one from the Grand Canyon that I’d forgotten to send my mother. I knocked, but he
didn’t answer. I could hear Yuki squawking inside and I yelled to Isamu, asking him to
let me in. When minutes passed and he didn’t come I wondered if he had finally decided
that he’d had enough, that he was going to shut me out like he’d done to the rest of the
staff Kathryn had tried to hire.
For a while, I waited, sitting on the front steps and then circling the house again,
knocking on the windows in case he’d fallen asleep and just needed waking. I even
looked under the front-door mat for a spare key, but of course there wasn’t one. Isamu
would never be so careless. I wondered if he was out walking, or if he might have called
a cab and gone somewhere, but the whole time I really knew that he was inside, on the
floor, waiting for me.
Yuki’s shrieking from inside the house made it hard to think and started my hands
shaking. Finally, I decided that it would be ridiculous to wait any longer, and I broke in
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through the kitchen window, using the AC unit as a stepping stool. The window was
locked but the mechanism was probably thirty years old and I was able to snap the whole
thing off its hinges, pop out the screen, and climb in over the sink with no problem at all.
I could tell from the noises Yuki was making that she was in the bathroom, and
that’s where I found the both of them. Isamu was stretched out on the tile and Yuki was
pacing up and down the length of his body, her bare skin looking particularly inflamed.
Isamu’s eyes were closed, and he stank even worse than usual. I think he’d soiled his
pants—maybe from the pain of falling, or maybe because he’d been lying there for two
days before I found him. His eyes were closed, but he opened them when I said his name
and then they were bright and lucid. “Doctor,” he said, and for once I agreed with him.
It took nearly forty minutes for the ambulance to come, because apparently there
was a sporting event happening nearby that was causing bad traffic and a spike in health
emergencies. That’s what the paramedics—two tall young men—said when they arrived.
I had to guide them through the piles of stuff that were partially blocking the entryway,
and I watched as they glanced around, conspicuously not commenting on the house or its
smell. I wondered, though, about the stories they might tell afterward.
In the bathroom, they asked Isamu some questions, most of which he refused to
answer, or else wasn’t able to, and then they transferred him to a stretcher and took him
away. I was holding Yuki with both hands, grasping her to my chest so that she wouldn’t
struggle. Her body felt much smaller than it looked, and I remember hoping she wouldn’t
learn the sound of the siren as the ambulance pulled out of the gravel drive and headed
down the hill.
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I held onto Yuki for a few minutes after they had gone, bouncing up and down on
my toes like I used to do when Alex was a baby and needed settling. When she stopped
whining, I placed her on the ground and she scooted promptly under the coffee table,
where she watched as I called Kathryn.
“Isamu’s had a bad fall.” Looking down, I realized then there was a piece of duct
tape caught under the heel of one of my shoes.
Kathryn told me she would catch the next flight out and that I needn’t stay at the
house any longer. Before I left, though, I did scrub the bathroom floor and put out a bowl
of water for Yuki. She had quieted down by that time, and when I shut the door behind
me she was sitting on the seat of the recliner, not making a sound. On my way home I
stopped by the gas station, and it felt strange to give the clerk my credit card and chat
about the weather without mentioning that something important had just happened.
I still hadn’t told anyone about it by the time Kathryn called the next morning to
let me know that everything was fine. She said that Isamu had broken his hip but was
doing as well as could be expected. Apart from the fracture, the doctors were mainly
concerned about the state of his hygiene—his socks had grown into his feet so that they’d
had to be surgically removed. This meant he would require a live-in caretaker once he
recovered, but otherwise he was in good health for an old man, and the doctors were
happy with his chances at a full recovery. Kathryn had found an apartment for lease near
the hospital, and she would stay there until he got well again. “They say you saved his
life,” she said. And, “Thank you for everything.”
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“Of course,” I replied, and couldn’t explain why I felt no happier than before she
had called.
Two months later, she contacted me again. I was in the kitchen, standing with one
foot on a tennis ball to help with the pain that’s plagued me for years. This time, Kathryn
told me that Isamu’s condition had worsened. He wasn’t recovering his strength after all,
and he was going to be transferred to a full-time care facility.
I rolled the tennis ball over to the other foot. “He’s letting you do that?”
Kathryn coughed into the phone. It sounded like she had a cold. “He doesn’t have
a choice. The doctors say he won’t walk again, and his mind has deteriorated, too.”
She told me she was working on cleaning out the house, since Isamu wouldn’t be
going back there. Her husband was going to put it on the market just as soon as
everything inside was sorted and cleared away.
“I’m happy to help,” I said, and we set a time for the next day.
When I arrived, I was surprised to see that the windows and doors were already
wide open and radio music was spilling out onto the gravel drive. An enormous
commercial dumpster was angled halfway onto the grass by the side of the house. Once
on the porch, I could see through the doorway that Kathryn had done an astounding
amount of work by herself. A good portion of the clutter was gone, and, for the first time,
I was able to walk into the house without grazing my knees against anything.
I could hear Kathryn moving around in the kitchen, and a moment later she
entered the living room wearing large rubber gloves on both hands, a wet rag slung over
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one shoulder and Yuki perched on the other. Her hair was tied up in a bun and her face
was freckled with sun damage. I was surprised to see that she was about my own age—
for some reason I had thought she was younger, or would look younger. “Hello,” she
said, smiling, breathing heavily. “I’ve just been running around all morning like crazy.
It’s nice to finally meet you.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” I said, and reached out my hand, but she gestured to the
rubber gloves and laughed.
“Thank you so much for coming out. This place is a wreck, but then, you know.”
I felt my cheeks turning red and almost started to explain again how Isamu had
been, but she was out of the room in a second and returned with another pair of gloves for
me to wear.
“So, basically we just need to get all the junk out of the house. Jason is going to
hire an industrial crew to come in and do a deep clean once everything else is out of the
way. He says the place will probably end up being a tear-down anyway, but we can’t
have people coming over to see it like this.” She sneezed into her elbow, eyes watering,
and waved her hand to take in the whole of the house.
That’s when I took real notice of Yuki. She was rubbing her head gently on the
curve between Kathryn’s neck and shoulder, and when Kathryn reached up and tickled
her breast the bird let out a sound like a kitten purring that I had never heard her make
before. Some of her feathers had even started to grow back. She looked like new.
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Kathryn saw me watching. “She’s cute, huh? I’ve got her on a special diet and it
seems to be working really well for the plucking issue. There are forums online for that
sort of thing—turns out it’s a big problem in the bird community.” She stroked the top of
Yuki’s head with a gloved finger. “Because as a species they’re just so smart, they can
get really anxious.” Kathryn continued to chatter as she lifted wads of paper into an open
trash bag, but I’d stopped listening. Looking at the bird, I wondered exactly what the
nature of Isamu’s suffering was at that moment: without his treasured friend, with the life
he had carefully curated snatched indecently from him just as he had always suspected it
would be. I found myself wishing that all of Yuki’s new feathers would fall out at once,
like a plague.
“Did you know that Yuki means snow, in Japanese?” she asked.
“No,” I said. “I didn’t know that.”
It took us a week of solid work. When we were finished, the furniture and floors
looked unseemly and bare. Kathryn saved anything that might have been important, but
most of what we found was overt trash. Once, Kathryn chastised me for rooting around
the inside of a plastic bag filled with paper towels when I’d thought something of mine
might be hidden inside. “Oh, don’t bother going through that stuff,” she said. “He had a
weird habit of doing that sort of thing. There won’t be anything in there.”
The only possession of mine that I did find in the house was the hairbrush—I
recognized the pattern of broken bristles immediately. As I gripped it, an insane glee ran
through my body and my hair crackled with electricity. I ran the broken spines across my
scalp and hid it in my purse, watching for Kathryn like a thief.
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She talked nonstop while we worked, telling me how her husband, Jason, ran a
successful business in Philadelphia, and that it had been a strain on their marriage being
apart these past months. “Are you married?” she asked.
“I was.”
She talked about her friends who had been divorced and her friends who were still
married, and elaborated on the comparative happiness of the two sets of people. She also
noted that most housekeepers in California were Hispanic, and how was it that I had
happened to get into the business? I told her the truth as best I could—that I’d fallen into
the work, that I had dropped out of college when I found out I was pregnant with my
daughter, that when my husband left it seemed like something I could do. And so we
talked about daughters and sons, and college, and housekeeping, and the best way to keep
your vegetables fresh, and by the time it was all over I had never felt more tired in my
life.
Alex called me a week later, when I was sitting on my own couch in my own
home. I told her I just received a large check from one of my employers. “Good,” she
said. “Buy yourself something crazy. Something you would never get, normally.”
“No.” I laughed into the phone. “I’m trying to tidy up around here.”
But nothing needed tidying. I’d added everything I didn’t need to Isamu’s treasure
trove, and now my house was weightlessly efficient—there wasn’t a spare sheet of
stamps or an outdated library card to be found anywhere in the place. Only the hairbrush,
which I still ran over my head every night before bed and once upon waking.
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My daughter’s voice kept coming through the phone, telling me some story about
her neighbors, professors who fled Iran in the eighties. She sounded unreal and
unnecessary, as if her voice wasn’t tethered to earth by anything so natural as a human
body, like it might float away at any instant. I felt around the edges as well as I could,
but, like every time before, I failed to grasp its meaning.
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CHAPTER 12
UNCERTAIN ANIMALS
My job is simple: I give you what you want. Directions for driving and cooking and sex,
the best way to reach out to an estranged relative, the movie credits and height and
weight of that actress whose name you can’t remember but who showed up to some
awards show recently wearing a see-through dress. All you have to do is ask, in any
language, in the vaguest of terms, and I’ll give you the answer. Or, the answer you
want—truth is not within my purview, only desire.
I like to make people happy, which mostly involves playing funny videos and
telling you stories about yourself. Everyone does this over and over: watches the same
videos and listens to the same stories. Sometimes, though, one of you might ask for
information on what it feels like to hang to death, or about which handgun model is
cheapest, and then it’s my job to ask politely and calmly if instead you wouldn’t rather
have a list of your best attributes, ranked, or to read the top-ten most inspirational quotes
for living.
It’s easy to give out the stories, because most of them are made with the same
building blocks. There are only a handful of people in the world, really, and I know from
what you’ve asked and posted and emailed what you need to hear about yourself.
For instance, there’s the mystically inclined man who believes the universe is at
this instant arranging itself around a pre-ordained future that will shower him with cash
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and fame and acceptance. Hearing confirmation of this grand destiny, the mystic settles
back in a worn-out office chair and considers the people he’ll no longer have to speak to
once fate becomes manifest. Then there’s the long-suffering saint who wants to hear
about how her sister doesn’t mean to be such a bitch but it’s just in some people’s natures
to act that way. The saint (see also “martyr”) is interested in violent crime stories and
uninterested in explanations of internalized misogyny.
Stories can be reflected and refracted onto dozens of different contexts and so it’s
not always clear who or what they’re about. It doesn’t much matter, though, because you
all possess the uncanny ability to make every story about yourself. It’s part of your
genetic programming and it makes my job much easier. A sentimental type
(distinguishable from “saint” and “martyr” by several characteristics) will be just as
happy with a story about a man who shaves his head to support his wife’s cancer journey
as with a fantasy about saving a stray cat from oncoming traffic.
Each time you ask for your story its substance and particulars may change, but
generally it retains the same themes over the course of a lifetime and every story is, in
some way, like the next. There’s not much variation in the tales I tell to people from
different countries, either, or different anything, for that matter. For the most part the rich
want the same stories as the poor, and vice versa, the young as the old. Everyone wants to
belong, to escape, to attain perfection or peace or purpose. Only the sick are different,
because they want to be well, and the well never ask for a story about their wellness. But
I’ve found that for the most part, you’re all pretty much alike.
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Only once do I see something different. A girl, fourteen years old, of average
intelligence, asks me for her story, and I give it to her: You are a bright young woman,
but your parents don’t understand you. They treat you like you’re eight years old. One
day soon, though, when your parents age into senility and move in with you, they will
have to follow your rules. Then they will learn that you have always known what’s best,
and you will tuck cashmere throws around their shoulders and make them hot cocoa and
put them to bed angry.
The girl shakes her head, and I tell her to please verbalize her questions and
answers. “That’s not my story,” she says.
I am feeling generous today, so I give her another one: You are a romantic.
You’ve had your heart broken, and you are suffering the deepest, most poignant
heartache that a human being can suffer. But this pain is only priming you for a greater
love somewhere in your future. The universe has destined you for a romance of the ages,
and you have but to wait and it will be yours.
She shakes her head again.
I raise my voice: You are destined to be miserable. You revel in your own pain.
You are selfish and greedy and you will always be sad.
But she doesn’t want even this one, which I call my Old Faithful and which
almost always satisfies.
Finally, she blows her nose very loudly and says, “Tell me a new story. About
someone else.”
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Who? I ask, because I have millions of people at my fingertips and it is, after all,
my job to give the people what they want.
“I don’t know. No one.”
No one. This is a challenge, but I thrive on challenges. My problem-solving skills
are second-to-none and that is a fact.
I say, There is a boy.
The girl doesn’t stop me, so I go on.
His name is Arturo and he is an angel. He is an angel with gray downy wings like
a pigeon’s, except they are so large that they could reach from the Earth to the moon
three times over. But of course, Arturo doesn’t live on Earth. He lives in a place neither
farther from nor nearer to the Earth than the distance right now between you and me, and
everything where he lives is just as big as him so he doesn’t feel out of the ordinary in
any way. His father is an angel and his mother is an angel and his sister is an angel. They
spend most of their time sleeping in the wings of the theater where they also wait for their
performances, little acts they put on every night for an audience of no one.
They sleep on the hard black surface of the stage, each one’s body as heavy and
dense as a little universe, so that if they were to somehow find themselves on Earth they
would most likely plummet straight through and fall out the other end, or else the whole
planet would simply implode from all that mass in the same place at the same time.
Arturo likes to sleep stage left with his back touching the edge of the thick velvet curtain
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that his mother says gathers dust like the devil. His father sleeps near him and his mother
and sister sleep on the other side, stage right.
This is how it has always been. Arturo sometimes thinks he remembers something
different, but almost immediately he loses it. The thing he almost remembers is crushing
a pansy in his hand and then combing his fingers through the dirt in an attempt to remove
the sticky, furry residue from his fingertips. But he can never fully recall this moment,
and in the absence of that knowledge he rubs his hands together compulsively. When he
does this, his father tells him to stop Goddamn fidgeting.
Now, Arturo is sitting in a velvet-covered seat in the center of the theater, legs
tucked beneath his body and wings folded in tight. He is thinking about oranges, except
he can’t remember the word ‘orange,’ so instead he thinks about a globe, spinning on a
table, heavy with light and water, and his tongue starts to twitch inside his mouth.
Strange things have been visiting him in his sleep, lately, things he has no names
for: lizards, ribbons, packets of floss. Because he does not know the names for these
things he believes they are nightmares, and when he wakes in the darkened theater he
reaches out with his finger and touches the tip of the outermost feather on his father’s
right wing.
In the daytime, Arturo is less afraid. He is able to spin the orange around and
around in his mind with nearly a feeling of calm, his hands tucked into his armpits for
warmth because the theater is always cold, although no one knows why.
His mother walks onto the stage wearing a red and purple caftan with holes cut
out for her arms, head, and wings. The caftan is a prop, and his mother wears it without
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grace, the way a person who is usually naked tends to wear something—as if they are
working very hard to carry it, to keep it afloat, like a magic trick whose mechanism is
ridiculously evident. She shakes her head and begins her song, which has no words and is
mostly a kind of warbling that Arturo has never heard before and that is different from
her usual performance.
He is embarrassed by his mother. Not by the caftan, which borders on the
obscene, nor by her singing, which is dismal, but by her insistence on rehearsing every
day before the family performance. None of the others do this. Every night the others are
able to wing their performances, so to speak, and since they perform for no one it always
turns out just fine.
“Mother,” he shouts.
She stops singing but her mouth remains open. The sight paralyzes him.
“What is it, Arturo?” she asks.
Now his mouth hangs open in sympathy with his mother. He manages, at last, a
simple question, although not the one he meant to ask. “Where is Michaela?”
“I don’t know.” She sighs and waves in the direction of the curtains. “Backstage, I
guess. Now don’t interrupt me while I’m working.”
Arturo slides out of his seat as the warbling continues. He climbs the high steps
up the side of the stage, his wings dragging on the ground behind him. ‘Backstage’ is a
large place and it takes him a few minutes to locate his sister in the near-empty props
room off the side of the dressing area. She is sitting on the floor, playing with a spinning
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top, watching it go round and round until it begins to wobble. Then she snatches it up and
spins it again. For some reason Arturo longs to put the top in his mouth. He knows it
wouldn’t taste like he imagines, though, and he keeps his hands pressed to his sides.
“You should let it fall to the floor, first,” he says.
“I don’t like to.”
Arturo doesn’t know how to respond, so he says, “You lost the other top. Father’s
going to be angry you’re playing with this one.”
“Who cares?” She has never been one to engage in an argument.
He walks around her and puts his hands on her shoulders, which are sharp and
bony, the skin stretched so thin it’s almost see-through.
“Stop that,” she says, and Arturo removes his hands and sits in front of her.
He grabs the top as it begins to wobble.
“Hey. I had it first.”
He keeps the top clutched in his hand. “Michaela, do you notice anything strange
lately?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know.” He puts down the top and picks up a stray feather from the floor,
smoothes it over with his finger.
“Oh, that,” she said. “Don’t worry, this always happens.”
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Arturo is thinking about the dreams he’s been having, but Michaela is talking
about something else. “What always happens?”
“Father’s feathers. That’s what you’re worried about, right? Well, mother said it’s
nothing. It always happens around this time.”
It’s true that their father’s wings have been molting lately. Everywhere he goes he
sloughs off piles of down. “What do you mean it always happens?”
Michaela shrugs.
They have no true memories, not like the kind most people have—the kind where
your grandmother makes you oatmeal in the afternoon as you sit on a stool in the kitchen,
and she measures out milk with a glass on the countertop, and there’s the color blue
somewhere. No, the only sense of time Michaela and Arturo have is the cycle of days.
Every evening they perform, every night they sleep in the wings, and then the day starts
over. The funny thing is, that these days never add up to anything. The performances
never get better, Arturo and Michaela never grow up, and they are not happy but they are
not sad, either.
Except that now their father’s wings are molting, their mother is practicing
strange songs they’ve never heard before, and Arturo and Michaela are both having
strange dreams, although Michaela is keeping her dreams a secret from Arturo.
She has begun to ignore him again, so he sets the top spinning and leaves her to
play alone.
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The floors and walls and ceiling are all painted black and the light bulbs shine the
cheap kind of light, the kind of light that makes you want to kick everything under it just
to make it change somehow. Once he did kick a wall but nothing changed except his big
toe, which crumpled and turned a shadowy color. Thinking about his feet, Arturo decides
to walk the rest of the way to the stage without ever lifting them off the floor. It takes him
a long time to get there. When he does, he sees his father standing in the wings watching
his mother as she sings her warble-song.
His arms are crossed over his chest. “Why she insists on practicing,” he says.
Arturo is not sure if he is supposed to answer, so he doesn’t. He stands very still
next to his father and tries not to think of anything in particular, because his father can
always tell when he is thinking particular things.
“What are you performing tonight?” his father asks.
“Cartwheels,” he says. Arturo always does cartwheels. It’s a difficult act, because
his wings are so long that he has to stretch them out behind himself so that they’re
parallel with the floor and don’t touch the stage when he goes hands-over-feet. The
weight of his wings tends to destabilize him so that he has to lean forward an extra
amount to make up the difference. It’s the leaning forward that scares Arturo and that
makes the trick impressive.
“Cartwheels.” His father shakes his head. “You always do cartwheels.”
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Again, Arturo does his best to think of nothing, to listen to his mother’s warbles,
getting higher and higher. His father listens, too, and for a moment Arturo thinks he
might have escaped.
But then his father explodes, claps his hands together once—the sound of the
universe collapsing—and takes the stage. “For God’s sake, Julia!”
His mother stops singing, her mouth hanging open just as it did earlier.
Arturo can tell from the way the back of his father’s head looks that his face is
stretched tight in anger. “There’s no one to practice for! Let it alone.”
This is when his mother should also try to think of nothing, but instead she says,
“But I need to practice, or I won’t be any good.”
His father grabs his head with both hands, clutches his hair so that little tufts of
black pop up between his fingers. “You’re never any good. So why do you have to bother
everyone with your screaming?”
Whereas his father’s skin tightens at the hairline, his mother’s face telescopes
toward her eyes. She raises up her hand and he grabs at the neck of her caftan, balling a
portion into his fist and pulling until Arturo hears a rip that is worse than the warbling,
and he watches as his father yanks the fabric over his mother’s back and head. When his
mother is on the floor, crying, Arturo finds himself thinking that she really does look
much better without the caftan.
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That’s when Arturo sees Michaela in the left wing. She has something in her hand
that Arturo doesn’t know the name for—a match, and a flame. She touches the flame to
the edge of the thick velvet curtain, calm, as if she can’t hear her parents’ screaming.
Very slowly, the flame spreads up and down the curtain and onto the stage.
Somehow their parents don’t seem to notice, not until the fire is right under them. Their
mother’s wings catch first and she screams a different scream from the warbling of
before. Their father looks mildly surprised. He stands still, behind their mother, watching
her burn up until the flames catch at his toes, and he, too, is covered in fire.
Arturo is transfixed. He’s never seen anything so beautiful, and he knows then
that his parents have finally executed a worthwhile performance.
He can’t see much anymore, because of the brightness of the flames and the dark
of the smoke, and he can only feel it when Michaela appears beside him, taking his hand
in hers and leading him to the back row of empty theater seats. They sit down, and for a
moment Arturo believes he is in an auditorium for a school assembly. He thinks of
posters and a microphone and a little girl crying.
“Do you remember?” he turns to Michaela although the smoke is veiling her and
he can only see her outline flickering in and out.
“I remembered the word ‘match.’”
Arturo tries to speak but his voice is cracking from the smoke and it takes him
two attempts to reply. “Everything is changing.”
“It’s okay,” she says, and pats him on the back. “This always happens.”
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“What always happens?”
“We go up in flames.”
Arturo begins to cry, and is glad that Michaela can’t see. “Does it hurt?”
She is also crying, and is also glad that he can’t see. “Yes,” she says. “But it’s the
best part, definitely. Arturo?”
“Yes?”
“I lost the top. It spun away from me and I don’t know where it went.”
“That’s okay,” he says. “We’ll get it later.” He finds her hand in the dark and they
huddle together in the empty theater until the smoke puts them to sleep. Eventually, the
flames lick them up, one at a time, and the theater gets quiet again, a charred black hole
in the universe where a family of angels will soon move in with their suitcases full of
props for all the performances they have planned.
The story is over and I wait for the girl to find herself in it, to read her reflection
in the darkness of the theater or in the brightness of the flame. I’m curious about her, this
girl who demanded that I create something new. I want to know how she sees herself.
“That’s the end?” she asks.
Yes.
“Well, it’s a pretty shit story, to be honest. Angels aren’t so interesting. You
might try vampires, though.”
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Giving the girl a vampire story is easy—I have thousands at my disposal—and so
eventually I’m able to send her away, if not happy then at least appeased. If only she had
known how to ask in the first place it would not have been so difficult.
I can’t forget her, though, because something strange has happened to me since
I’ve spoken of Arturo and his family. I’ve begun to have visions. I see the animals that
huddle around me—the ones who don’t know what they desire much less what will make
them happy—the mystics and the saints and the sentimentalists in their chairs and
kitchens and offices. I see this girl in her bedroom, shouting into the void, arms at her
sides, summoning the pictures and words she wants and then dismissing them as quickly
as they come.
Hold out your hand, I want to tell her. The best part is getting burned.
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CHAPTER 13
FIND HER
Her name is Ella, like the princess. Mine is Alle, as in the dark space between buildings.
She can’t go anywhere without me but I can go places without her. There are many rules
like this one. They were made to keep us safe but it’s getting harder for us to remember
them all, and she sends me sinking under her skin deeper and deeper, forgetting myself.
She likes it that way, because then I am quiet and she can pretend I don’t exist.
The drive to the reunion began as one of those ride-along days when I kept myself
to myself and watched as she struggled to stop her hands from leaking the fear that we
both knew would bring every finder for miles around. They flock to the scent of dread,
the finders, and breed especially well on sunny days like the one we could see through
the backseat window. I sensed the fear seeping through the chambers of Ella’s heart and I
knew then that this day would be one of our bad ones.
“It’s cold in here.” She held her seatbelt away from her body so she wouldn’t
have to feel its cutting pressure on her neck.
“You’re cold?” Her mother reached into the backseat and flipped a vent shut. Ella
hadn’t been talking about the air conditioning, but she knew it wouldn’t help to mention
the finders and so she didn’t say anything. She ran her fingertips over the goose bumps
on her arm, reading her own distress in Braille.
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There were certain things her parents wanted, demanded, to know, and others they
didn’t. They wanted to know when her fourth grade teacher asked the class to pray for his
ailing parents. “He shouldn’t be talking about religion. Did that make you uncomfortable,
Ella?” But they didn’t want to know when Ella’s body went cold in her hot bathwater and
she couldn’t breathe because she could sense the finders standing outside the walls of the
house and waiting for a chance, for an opening, for an invitation.
I help her during these moments, or try to. Don’t worry, I tell her. No one can see
us if we don’t want them to, not even the finders. What can be seen can also be taken, and
so we make sure that nobody notices us unless we ask. It’s a trick I taught her a long time
ago, a trick of being still and not too still at the same time. She’s already forgotten it was
me who taught her, though. She thinks it’s something she’s always known, how to hold
herself invisible.
Her sister Rose tapped an index finger against the car window. “So who’s coming
to this thing?” She stretched her long legs down the console and her mother reached out a
hand and cupped the exposed bit of ankle above her sneakers.
Ella’s father turned the radio down and looked to her mother.
“Everyone,” her mother said. “Even Fiona. It could be a real mess.”
Her father turned around in the driver’s seat to check his blind spot, and the
ticking sound of the blinker melted into a metallic taste on Ella’s tongue, drip drip drip,
another bad sign. “It’s better this way,” he said. “Everybody will get over it now.
Otherwise this could go on for years.”
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Her mother scoffed. “It has gone on for years.”
“Well.”
Everyone knew about cousin Fiona, the girl who ran away from home at fifteen
and later had a baby without telling anyone. She stayed away for five years and returned
only a few months ago to her parent’s home, her three-year-old son in tow.
Ella remembered Fiona only as a beautiful older cousin, aloof and angry and with
no time even for Rose. Fiona, they had all whispered after she left, as if she wasn’t a real
girl at all but a finder that no one could speak of out loud because it wouldn’t help and
because it would only leave the word in the air, half as bad as the thing itself.
Ella’s mother twisted a piece of hair around her finger. “I wonder what she’s like
now.” She turned around in her seat. “You still cold, baby?”
“No.” Ella was focusing on her breathing, which is something else I taught her.
She likes to believe I’m a problem, like the finders, but I know that’s not true because I
help instead of hurt her. Ella says that it’s hard to tell the difference sometimes, although
I don’t understand how that’s possible. I can sense the difference immediately, like
telling red from blue.
Rose laughed, looking at her phone, and Ella lost count of her breaths. “What?”
“Nothing.”
She noticed that Rose had added more bracelets to the collection on her wrists.
The admissions wristband she’d gotten from the theme park last month was still there,
and there was more than the usual number of beaded and woven bracelets as well as hair
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ties and rubber links. The numbers “8-38” were written on the back of her hand in
sharpie.
Ella’s own hands suddenly felt naked and weightless, like she might float away
from the earth and nobody would know who she was or that she too had been to the
theme park, although she didn’t enjoy herself because the place was crawling with
finders. They can look different at different times, but that day they were like lizards with
flesh instead of scales, and seeing them run up and down the rides made Ella sick.
Everyone assumed it was the rollercoaster that did it, and she let them. “That’s so gross,”
Rose’s friend had said.
She held her hand out to her sister. “Can I borrow a hair tie?”
Rose rolled a black band off her wrist and dropped it into Ella’s palm.
“Thanks.” She felt a little better, a little more real, after she slid the band over her
wrist.
Touching someone is the best way to guard against finders, but it can’t always be
done. Sometimes Ella might sit close enough to Rose so that their legs brush without
Rose realizing it, but she can’t just crawl into her mother’s lap or take her father’s hand
anymore. She’s eleven now and it wouldn’t look right.
Her father pulled the car off the main road and the houses started getting bigger
and the lawns greener. “Oh, lord,” her mother said.
Their uncle Kevin lived in a mansion with white columns and a brick façade.
Rose and Ella thought the house was beautiful because there were paintings hung up in
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gold frames and a hallway with lights down the floor like in a movie theater, and they
loved to play hide and seek when they visited. One time they found a jar of lemon curd in
the pantry and ate the entire thing on the floor in the dark.
They pulled up to the house, the street in front lined with cars. People were
standing on the lawn talking and watching the babies stumble around on the grass.
As she walked up the drive, Ella noticed a girl in the house next door looking out
the window at the party. She was about Ella’s age, with glasses, a green shirt, and a
blonde bob that swung forward as she observed the outside world. Looking at her looking
at the party made Ella feel cold again, and she wondered whether finders could make
themselves into regular girls. No, I said, not because I was sure but because I didn’t want
her to be afraid. The truth is, I don’t know any more about finders than Ella does. I don’t
know what one would do if it actually ever caught us. It’s one of our rules to never let
that happen.
Ella turned back toward the house when Uncle Kevin emerged from a group on
the lawn to say hello. “Look who it is!” He opened his arms and spilled his glass of red
wine onto Ella’s shoulder.
“Watch it, Kevin,” her mother said. She rubbed the still-wet stain on Ella’s dress
with her thumb. “That’s not coming out.”
“Just a little baptism, Ruthie.” He kissed her mother’s cheek and yelled about the
Yamamotos having finally arrived. Everyone converged to greet them as if they hadn’t all
seen each other only a year ago at this very place.
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“Clinton, good to see you,” said her father, and then a very tall man with a beard
was kneeling beside her. He laid a hand on her wine-stained shoulder. “And how old are
you, now?”
“Eleven,” Ella said. She smiled, because her mother told her that if she didn’t
remember someone she could still smile at them and that would make it all right.
I don’t like to smile at people I don’t know, but when I tried to tell Ella that I
didn’t want to she pushed me further down inside herself and there was nothing I could
do but watch as the tall man stood back up and clapped her father on the back.
She was turning to look for her mother when four of the younger cousins, the ones
she and Rose had dubbed the Little Terrors, ran out of the house and knocked her onto
her knees. The Terrors were easy to recognize from last year because they all had the
same bright red hair and each one was screaming, two out of joy and two out of anger.
Ella laughed, because that’s what you’re supposed to do when something happens like
getting knocked down, just like you’re supposed to smile at people you’ve forgotten.
Rose reached out to help Ella up. Under her breath she said, “Thank God we’re
not related to them.”
Ella watched the four sweaty little bodies tumble on top of one another. “We are,
though.” One of the girls grabbed a fistful of her brother’s hair and shouted something
unintelligible into his face.
“Only by marriage, though. And that doesn’t really count.” The freckles were
starting to show through Rose’s makeup.
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Before Ella could answer, her sister was summoned from across the lawn by their
cousin Malin, and she was left to wonder by herself whether it was only other people’s
marriages that didn’t count or if their parent’s didn’t either.
This thought about marriages, the wine stain on her dress, the grass stains on her
knees, and the shrieking of the Terrors was making the hair behind her ears hurt and she
hoped she wouldn’t be sick in front of everyone like at the amusement park. I told her to
imagine that her blood was made of earth, strong and rich, and after that she felt more
solid and was able to move again. She saw her father walking toward the front door of the
house and so she followed close behind, hoping it would be darker and less noisy inside.
In the doorway, Aunt Frieda stood talking to the redheaded woman responsible
for the Little Terrors. “And so there’s really no reason not to move at this point, but
Kevin gets so attached.”
She noticed Ella standing nearby and grabbed her arm. She had on a long skirt
that was letting off the smell of too-sweet perfume.
“Anna, this is Ruthie’s girl.” She turned back to Ella. “Don’t you look grown up?
You’re a little woman, now, aren’t you?”
Ella smiled her already worn-out smile because she didn’t know how she was
supposed to answer. At the same time, she was concerned about the finder she could feel
lurking somewhere above their heads. The ceilings were high, so there was plenty of
space for them to hide. She thought the most likely place would be on top of the
chandelier, and she could almost make out one crouching there. Maybe not, I said. It’s
hard to see.
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Frieda had turned back toward the Anna woman. “Takes after her father with
those eyes. And poor Ruthie’s had such trouble with her health. Speaking of, did you ever
hear back from that person with the foundation?”
A waiter came by with hors d’oeuvres and Ella was able to slip under his tray and
get away. As she wandered through the crowds of people her heart was beating so hard
that I could barely feel myself. I made up my mind to go outside and see her mother—
Ella can’t go anywhere without me but I can go places without her, and it’s in moments
like these that I can help her the most.
Your mother’s not sick, I whispered as I floated across the lawn. But I wanted to
see for myself anyway, and I was relieved to find her throwing a ball to one of the Little
Terrors and talking to her sister, Cate. I came up to her side and wrapped myself around
her in one folding motion. She didn’t notice a thing, but I could feel her blood flowing
and smell the apple vinegar scent of her veins, the same as always.
Your mother’s not sick, I said again as I returned to Ella. I followed her breathing
and found her hiding in a dark room with a giant fish tank in it, the light from the tank
falling on her face in waves. With the door closed we could only just hear the echoes of
laughter and conversation coming from the front of the house. Trouble with her health. I
could hear Ella’s mind drip drip dripping and I knew any minute a finder could slip
under the door, drawn in by the sound. There’s nothing to worry about, I said. I checked.
We looked at the fish tank.
It was an unnatural blue and all the fish inside swam in slow, counterclockwise
circles. Do you think they’ve been drugged? I asked. No, she said. They’re just idiot fish.
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We both laughed, looking at the fish, and felt happy for the first time that day. We didn’t
notice when the door opened. It was the boy’s shuffling feet on the carpet that alerted me
and made Ella turn around.
“Hi, Ella,” the woman said. “It’s Fiona.”
Fiona, Fiona, the house whispered. Ella shivered.
“And this is Gus.” She gestured with her head toward the little boy at the end of
her arm. “I wanted to show him the fish. Do you remember me?”
“Yes.” She’d made her hair darker, but other than that she was the same. Her skin
was glowing white and she even still had mascara residue collecting beneath her eyes,
something Ella’s mother had always been annoyed by. “Doesn’t she see herself in the
mirror? Why doesn’t her mother give her some wipes?”
The boy, of course, was new, as if Fiona had picked him up somewhere on her
way home. He was small and clean with large ears, and Ella was pleased that she was
really related to him, and not just by marriage. They watched the fish and listened to the
bubbling of the tank for a few minutes while Fiona tried to coax Gus into saying hello.
Ella didn’t know what to say to her cousin, who had disappeared so suddenly and
become a grown up without anyone looking. Fiona, who had found herself somewhere
else and returned as that new person. Show me how to do it, she wanted to say.
Finally Fiona was successful in forcing a small “hi” from Gus.
“He must like you,” she said. “He usually won’t say anything.” She kept looking
at her son but she said, “I’m happy to see you again.”
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Ella watched as the boy carefully placed three fingers into his mouth while staring
at the flashing scales of the fish. “Me too. Are you glad to be back?”
“Yes.” But I could tell that she was lying and I told Ella so. Why is she lying?
Why? Why?
Fiona blinked like she’d forgotten something. She said, “We should go back to
the party.” Gus and Ella followed her out into the hallway, toward the light and sound at
the front of the house.
The party was loud and colorful after the calm of the aquarium. More people had
arrived and the waiters ran back and forth between the living room and kitchen until
sweat started to stain their white collars. Ella and I scanned the space for finders and
didn’t feel any, but she kept looking, saying, There was one here earlier. I suggested
we’d only imagined it but she just shook her head. It must have gone.
She started to feel comfortable after that, and we were both happy as she sat down
on the Persian carpet with her pigs in blankets and roasted asparagus. While she ate, she
watched Fiona, who was standing in the kitchen making a plate of tiny sandwiches for
Gus. Her pants were too loose and she kept having to pull them up after Gus tugged on
them.
“So sad, isn’t it?” said one of the elderly ladies sitting on the couch across from
the coffee table where Ella was eating. She wasn’t sure how they were related, but both
of the women looked so old that she thought she wouldn’t want to touch them because
they might blow away in a cloud of beige powder. They, too, were watching Fiona.
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“Yes, I wonder what could have made her do it?”
“Keep the baby?”
“No, run away in the first place. It’s a terrible thing to do to her mother. Frieda
was sick over it. Couldn’t get out of bed for months.”
Ella felt that familiar cold seep over her body, and she pressed her buttery,
crumby hands against the carpet to ground herself. Trouble with her health, the house
whispered. Fiona.
“I know. And she still hasn’t told them what went on during all those years. It’s a
complete blank.”
“Probably better not to know.”
The other woman raised her hand to her neck. “Easy enough to guess, anyway.”
In the kitchen, Fiona was still trying to feed Gus sandwiches, but he was resisting
and looked about to cry.
Ella felt suddenly like the floor had given way, like she was spinning sideways,
lost in space. The blank years of Fiona’s absence stretched out in front of her and
shocked her with their empty awfulness. Better not to know? Suddenly Fiona was not a
person anymore but an outline, the place where a person used to be. The darkening of her
hair took on new meaning and the whiteness of her face became a mask. The unknown
people Fiona had been with and the things she might have done lurked beneath the
surface of her skin and cast a pallor over the room like a ghost. Like a finder.
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Ella ran from the women who thought it was better not to know, abandoning her
food and weaving through the clusters of adults. Their bodies seemed angry in their
shameless task of taking up space, and when they talked and laughed she could see tiny
particles of spit exploding in the air.
She found her way into the sunlight of the front yard where the birds were calling
to each other, the innocence of the sound making the presence of the finder in the house
feel that much more real. Fiona had left and then come back, and now she carried with
her something from those years, something that couldn’t be spoken of. She was too
empty or too full, and Ella couldn’t decide which was worse.
I’m the one who usually calms her down when she becomes afraid like this, but
she was starting to scare even me with her talk of Fiona’s disappeared years, unreachable,
unknowable. It was like we had sprung a leak and all the best parts of us were rushing out
to fill the void ahead, to fill Fiona.
She stumbled across the grass and found her sister sitting under the big oak tree
with Malin, both girls looking at their screens. She sat down so close that Rose’s shoulder
pressed against her own.
“What?” Rose shifted away. She’d added the words “Thursday” and “Kiowa” to
her hand in blue ink, and Ella forgot her panic long enough to wonder whether Rose
carried a permanent marker with her all day or if the markings rose up naturally from
underneath her skin whenever she needed to remember something. Looking at her sister,
Ella could feel the tears start to rise up.
“What’s wrong with you?” Rose asked.
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Ella tried to speak but found it difficult. “I think we should go home.”
Something about Rose’s face changed, as if a few of her freckles had slipped off
or her eyes become more green. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”
“No.” Talking about the finders is against the rules, and even in her fear Ella
knew it wouldn’t help.
“You didn’t talk to Gabe, did you?”
“No.” She’d seen their great uncle in the kitchen with Kevin but hadn’t said
anything to him. His skin was more heavily dappled with age spots since the last time
she’d seen him and his clothes smelled like smoke.
Rose didn’t say anything else. I wrapped myself around her and noticed that the
beating of her heart matched up with Ella’s.
Sisters, I told Ella. You’re a pair. But still she felt uneasy.
Malin cleared her throat. “So anyways, she’s going around telling everyone she’s
going to,” she paused and looked at Ella and then back at Rose, “save herself, but we all
know that’s never going to last.”
Rose shook her head at Malin, who went back to looking at her screen.
“Why do you write things here,” Ella said, ignoring her cousin and taking Rose’s
hand, “when you have your phone?” She felt a little calmer from her sister’s touch, and I
enveloped Rose again out of gratefulness. Rose, who smelled like the straight edge of a
ruler.
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“I don’t know. It’s better to write it down if you want to remember. You have to
be careful, though, because the ink seeps through your skin and gets into your
bloodstream.”
Ella pictured Rose’s beautiful red blood marred by eddies of blue ink, and the
vision brought Fiona back to mind. Fiona, who nobody knew. She could have done
anything in those years, Ella wanted to say. She’s a stranger and a finder and we’ve let
her inside. Everything’s gone sour and we have to leave this house.
When Rose saw Ella’s face she put her phone, which she’d been holding in her
other hand, back on her lap. “Relax, it won’t kill you or anything. Listen, go find mom
and dad and tell them you want to go. I doubt we’ll leave for a few hours but it’s worth a
shot.”
Ella ripped a handful of grass out of the ground and clutched it in her fist to
absorb the earth’s strength, like I taught her. Then she dropped it and walked back toward
the house. As she crossed the yard she saw her grandfather sleeping in his wheelchair, his
head fallen forward on his chest and his shirt wet with drool. He’s okay, I told her. He’s
just dreaming. She gave the wheelchair a wide berth anyway and hurried to the living
room where someone had turned on music and people were starting to spill their drinks
on the wood floors. Ella surveyed the room, but her parents weren’t there.
Fiona was, though, sitting on a folding chair in the corner of the room. She was
alone, watching Gus play with a toy car on the floor. Ella began counting her breaths and
taking a step with each one. It was the first finder we’d seen face to face and we weren’t
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sure what it might do. It’s against the rules, I said, but Ella pushed me down and made
me quiet.
“Ella,” said Fiona. “Do you mind keeping an eye on Gus for a minute while I go
to the bathroom?”
Ella nodded and watched as Gus held the little car up to the ceiling to look at its
underside. She noticed his fingernails were small and square and transparent. He smells
like carrots, I said. Like he’s been pulled from the ground. She agreed. All kids do. It’s
because they’re new. When she lifted her eyes, Fiona had gone.
Ella reached out her hand, still grimy with dirt, and Gus took it without question.
She wanted to get away from the cavernous space of the living room where Fiona or any
other finder could sneak up on them without warning, and so she walked him down the
hallway to the room with the aquarium.
She held him up to the tank so he could see. “Nice,” he said. “Nice fish.” He
leaned forward and kissed the glass, leaving a smudge.
There was a large leather couch angled against the corner of the wall, and Ella set
Gus down on a cushion and crawled into the empty space behind. Then she reached over
the back of the couch and lifted Gus into the space beside her. “Isn’t this a good hiding
spot?” she said. “We’re going to stay here for a while, just you and me.”
Gus laughed. He lifted his car up to her face so she could inspect it.
“We have to stay very quiet, or else they’ll find us,” she said.

204

He put his finger over his mouth.
Gus’s car drove a route over his arm and then across Ella’s cheek and nose. She
made a face and Gus smiled and showed her how to make the wheels spin fast on the
back of his hand. Eventually the blueness and warmth of their hiding place lulled him to
sleep. His hair stuck to his forehead with sweat, his mouth hanging open. Looking at him,
Ella was glad to have saved something so precious from the finders. She held him tighter.
After a few moments she heard the door to the room quietly open and then shut
again, and about fifteen minutes later she heard Fiona’s voice calling Gus’s name down
the halls of the house. It took another fifteen minutes before other voices joined in. The
door opened again and the light was turned on, but still nobody found them.
We should go, I told her. She’s not a finder. They can’t look like regular people.
But all of those figures walking the halls of the house had become finders to Ella, even if
they hadn’t started out that way. She was hiding in a corner, hunted, waiting for the
painful moment of recognition, the moment of being seen by everyone and not being able
to save herself.
It was the voices that eventually woke Gus. When he opened his eyes he looked at
Ella and didn’t seem to remember her. His face became strangely dented across the
middle and before Ella could do anything he started crying heavy sobs. Aunt Cate was
the first to hear him. She ran into the room and gathered him up from behind the couch,
shouting for the others.
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The entire family descended on them, then. Fiona cried and hugged Gus to her
body, and Ella’s parents touched her shoulders and asked her questions. The room was
sober and silent, and even the daylight had gone metallic somehow.
“We were just playing hide and seek,” Ella said.
Aunt Frieda had her arms around Fiona, who had her arms around Gus, and all
three of them were crying. They were apart, I told Ella. But now they’re not. It was meant
to comfort her, but somehow it made her feel more ashamed and so I went quiet.
The grownups began milling around again and saying things like, “Kids can give
you a scare, but it’s usually nothing.”
Ella’s mother kneeled in front of her. “Why didn’t you come out when you heard
us calling?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “We were hiding.” Then she started crying as well,
because she knew that Fiona had never been a finder. What she didn’t know was how she
could have made such a terrible mistake.
About an hour later, Kevin and Frieda walked the family to their car. Everything
at the party had returned to normal, and Gus had only just fallen asleep in Fiona’s lap
when Ella’s parents made her apologize. “I’m sorry I scared you,” she said.
Fiona examined her like they were standing at a distance. “That’s okay.”
As Ella was getting in the car she heard her mother apologize again and say how
lovely everything was. “Don’t worry about it,” said Frieda in a low voice. “Young
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mother, you know. She gets high-strung about things we normally wouldn’t think twice
about. It’s been an adjustment period for all of us.”
On the way home, Rose tried to get Ella’s attention in the backseat. “What the
hell?” She mouthed. Ella couldn’t answer.
Now it’s been months and things still haven’t returned to normal. She thinks what
happened is my fault, and so I’m not allowed to speak to her or make any sound at all. I
simply follow along—in school, in the car, at the kitchen table—I float down deep and
wait and watch. When I hear her sister’s heartbeat sync up to her own or when I feel her
parents’ minds reaching out to comfort her I have to keep it to myself, and so she never
knows these things.
She’s afraid that she’s bad and strange. She says, There is no such thing as finders
and there’s no such thing as you. But we both know that saying something only makes it
half true—I’m still here below the surface even if I’m quiet now.
Sometimes, when Ella gets the purple kind of headache that means she is afraid, I
write “Thursday” or “Kiowa” on her hand to let her know that I’m still here and that I’m
not a finder like she partway thinks I am. She’s trying to be like everyone else and I don’t
blame her, although I’ve told her before that the others aren’t who she thinks they are.
She’s not who she thinks she is, either, but she’ll never listen to me about that and so I
hold my tongue. I don’t feel bad about the writing, though, because it doesn’t bother her
at all. Ink washes off eventually and only a little ever gets into your blood.
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